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People are lost without science,
and yet science is nothing without people.




Introduction
I love short stories. They’re quirky, explosive, thought-provoking and fun. Whereas novels are a marathon, shorts are a bit of a lark, a brief run around the lake in Central Park.
Few realize that some of the great science fiction stories such as Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend, Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game, John W. Campbell’s Who Goes There (immortalized as The Thing) and Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep (Blade Runner) all began life as either short stories or novellas. Personally, I think Philip’s best work was in his short stories. I still refer back to them. I hope you enjoy this collection as much as I have.
Peter Cawdron
Brisbane, Australia.




HELLO WORLD
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling through every post ever made by anyone on the planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?




Hello
Professor Franco Corelli walks on stage and the audience erupts. I rush to my feet, joining the clapping and cheering. Over the thundering noise echoing within the vast hall, I can hear calls of dissent. Although they’re in the minority, they’re vocal.
“Fake!”
“Fraud!”
“Liar!”
The guy beside me stands, but he neither claps nor cheers. He looks me up and down, checking out my dress, which is more than a little creepy. He’s young like me, being no more than twenty years old. There’s stubble on his cheeks, but his hair is freshly cut and neatly combed so he looks like a bit of a hipster. We both stood in line for hours to get these seats two rows from the front, but he never spoke to me. He just stared at his cellphone, constantly checking Twitter and Facebook and Insta-something—I lose track of all the different social media apps. Funny, though, how someone so social in a virtual sense can be so closed off physically.
“Can I have some quiet?” the emcee yells into the microphone as more dissent breaks out from the crowd. “If anyone persists in disrupting this conference, I will have security escort them from the auditorium.”
The audience settles, but there are still grumblings of anger coming from some sections of the hall.
Professor Corelli stands behind the emcee. He looks anything but controversial. Spectacles rest low on the bridge of his nose as he peers out across the sea of heads. He must be farsighted, I guess, using glasses only for reading. Tufts of grey hair sit on either side of his ears. He’s slightly rotund and could use a regular workout at the gym or a light run on the weekends, but it’s his cheeks that grab my attention. They’re cherry red, as is his nose. It’s as though he’s a sherry drinker or perhaps likes a bit too much gin. I can’t imagine the professor has had anything to drink before coming on stage, but the smile on his face is irrepressible even with the unrest. Maybe he has.
The emcee steps to one side and Professor Corelli steps up to the microphone. He’s short and has to adjust the mic so he can see over the crowd. He couldn’t hurt a fly. I find myself annoyed by the animosity directed toward him.
“As you know, it is my contention that First Contact with an intelligent extraterrestrial species occurred on December 21, last year, at 6:03pm Eastern Standard Time, but that’s not the real surprise. What’s surprising is that First Contact occurred on Twitter.”
Heckles erupt from the crowd, but Professor Corelli is oblivious. 
On cue, a slide appears on the screen behind him, highlighting a single, unassuming tweet on the social media network.
[image: ]
“Hello world.”
Professor Corelli clears his throat.
“That extraterrestrials would use social media to reach out to us really shouldn’t be a surprise. Celebrities such as Lady Gaga, Justin Bieber and Katy Perry have more followers than there are citizens in sovereign nations such as Australia, Germany, Canada, and Egypt. Twitter is a virtual country spanning international boundaries.”
“You have to wonder what an alien species tens of thousands of years more advanced than Homo sapiens could hope to learn from eavesdropping on us. The answer is—they’re not interested in our technology. They want to understand our social structures. They want to learn about our approach to the arts, culture, religion, and sciences like biology and physics.
“Just like anthropologists, they’re interested in our complexity, in the nuances of how we live. In the same way we look back at the Greeks, Romans and Egyptians with curiosity, wanting to understand their approach to gender, race, social standing and family life, ET is using Twitter to examine the human record.”
Someone near the back of the hall yells, “Bullshit!”
The emcee, still standing to one side, points, signaling for security to act. I glance over my shoulder and see ushers rushing back. Professor Corelli isn’t fazed. He’s heard it all before. He keeps speaking.
“Twitter has allowed ET to sample human intelligence from a distance. And this gives them a unique advantage in that they know everything about us while we know nothing about them.”
There’s some fake coughing from behind me.
“They don’t want to know about our guns or bombs. These would be useless against them anyway. They’re interested in us as a species.
“Far from listening to a static, golden record stuck on the side of a deep space probe, they’re able to sample billions of thoughts in the form of tweets.
“Humanity’s first message to another sentient species may have been limited to 280 characters, but tweets cover every subject imaginable. And they’re uncensored, unmoderated. This is us raw—in the nude—at our best and our worst.
“On Twitter, there’s an equality of humanity. Heads of State can be called to account by any citizen, regardless of how rich or poor. Men, women, children, wealthy westerners and poverty stricken Africans—we’re indistinguishable in the electronic medium. And there’s the bots—algorithms impersonating people to sway opinion, but they too are revealing, as they speak of our need for control—how we seek to manipulate each other.
“Retweets and hashtags capture the sentiment of the masses and the shifting tides of humanity in a way that has never before been possible, and this is what has captured the imagination of our extraterrestrial friends.
“Twitter is the heartbeat of the human race. Sentiment has been crowd-sourced.
“There are more mobile devices in the world than there are people alive on the planet. With over two billion Twitter searches conducted every day and close to a hundred million tweets, we’re conducting a global conversation on a scale never before possible. Even though there are billions still disconnected, they have representation in the passion of those fighting for change, and this is what ET is looking at, this is what he wants to understand.”
“You have no proof,” someone yells from further down my row.
The emcee points them out, but Professor Corelli says, “No, no. It is okay. This is a common misunderstanding.”
He leans on the lectern, turning to face the man.
“Science is not concerned with proof as there’s rarely any definitive, absolute proof for any theory. It wasn’t until the 1960s that we had proof the world was round when the first pictures of a small blue planet were beamed back to us from outer space, but we knew Earth was round for thousands of years. Plato and Aristotle refer to the spherical Earth as a fact because they understood the mathematics and the physics involved.
“In the same way, we have known about the double helix structure of DNA since the 1950s, but we were not able to directly image DNA until just a few years ago.
“The same is true for atoms, electrons, x-rays, solar fusion, black holes. Direct proof isn’t always needed, what’s important is that our theories make accurate predictions—that they’re consistent with reality. From there, we refine them further as more information comes to light.
“We make observations. Based on those, we form a hypothesis. Evidence is considered. Predictions are explored. And a theory lives or dies on that basis.
“Science allows us to see beyond the limitation of our senses, teaching us we should not trust our eyes.
“Common sense tells us the Earth is flat, that the sun rises, that we are sitting stationary here in this auditorium. But science tells us we’re moving at tens of thousands of miles an hour. What do you believe? Who do you trust?”
The man beside me calls out, “Where is your evidence?”
“Ah,” Professor Corelli says, raising a finger. “Very good question. We can infer the presence of aliens in our social media networks by means of meta-analysis.
“@QuestionsLots has all the attributes we would expect from a non-terrestrial entity. They have only made one tweet, directed to the world at large. They follow only one other Twitter account @RealScientists, which is highly revealing as to their intent.
“Search histories reveal they have trawled through Twitter, starting with the followers of @RealScientists and slowly spreading until they had searched and reviewed over a quarter of a billion accounts and billions upon billions of tweets.
“And we can see the timestamps related to these searches. You think your internet connection is slow, their latency is measured in hours. And the time lag is consistent across their searches. They conducted most of these searches from somewhere beyond the orbit of Neptune.”
“In essence, they have systematically sampled a significant portion of the people on planet Earth from the far side of the solar system by injecting TCP/IP packets into one of our own satellite uplinks.”
I raise my hand with a question.
“The young woman in the floral dress, yes?” he says, pointing at me.
I stand up, feeling self conscious as people around the auditorium stare at me.
“What do they want?”
“To learn,” Professor Corelli says. “There is nothing we have that is of any value to them other than our culture. They don’t need our water or gold. Material things are meaningless to them. They can find them in greater abundance elsewhere. They don’t seek to enslave us or to control us. They’re curious. Like us, they want to explore.”
I’m suddenly aware I’m still standing in the middle of a row of seats. Professor Corelli has answered my question. He smiles warmly, gesturing slightly with his hands to see if I want any further clarification.
“Thank you,” I mumble with my eyes cast down. I go to sweep my dress beneath me and sit down when the young man next to me stands up and points at the professor. He’s angry, yelling, “These are the lies that lead to Heaven’s Gate!”
Heaven’s Gate? The term is vaguely familiar, but I’m struggling to place it. In the back of my mind, I remember something about a cult that believed an alien spaceship hid behind a comet in the 90s. Most, if not all of them, committed suicide—supposedly to be united with their extraterrestrial saviors.
“Your words are as smooth as oil. You seek to deceive, but we will not be fooled by a false Messiah again!”
Again? This guy is confused. Professor Corelli didn’t have anything to do with Heaven’s Gate. I’ve followed his career with interest. He holds degrees in biology and astrophysics. As far as I know, it’s not religious.
It’s only as shots ring out that I realize the young man is holding a gun.
Screams erupt around me. In seconds, there’s a crowd rushing for the exits. People clamber over seat backs, jump into the aisle and run for the doors.
Professor Corelli has his hands out gesturing for calm. He’s saying something into the microphone, but I can’t hear him over the pandemonium.
More shots are fired, deafening me, and I see Professor Corelli crumple, clutching at his chest. Scarlet red blood seeps through his white shirt and he falls to his knees.
I’m in shock. Nothing registers. No flight. No fight. Just disbelief. I sit there wringing my hands in front of me, grimacing with each shot as the gunman stands beside me firing at a security guard coming down the row. The guard slumps over one of the seats and falls to the carpet.
“No, no, no,” I whisper, feeling numb.
“Get up,” the lunatic with the slick hair yells. He pushes his gun against my head. The barrel is hot, burning my scalp. I struggle to get away but he has a hold on my arm and drags me out into the aisle.
Already, the auditorium is mostly empty. Those that remain are injured, trampled in the crush.
“You,” he yells, pointing his gun at an elderly man. “On stage. Everyone on stage!”
The gunman pushes me roughly onto the stairs and I scramble up onto the polished wooden stage floor.
Another shot rings out and another body falls to the ground.
“There will be no more warning,” he yells. “Get on stage or die!”
As I crawl across the stage, I see movement in the rows further back. There are dozens of people still trying to escape.
“I see you,” the gunman yells, and a woman stands about six rows back, allowing others on the far side of the auditorium to escape as the gunman’s attention is focused on her. He waves with his gun and she walks reluctantly down the row toward the aisle. I can tell she’s stepping over people still hiding behind the chair backs. Whether they’re dead, alive, injured or biding their time waiting to escape, I’m not sure, but I have no doubt about her bravery. She’s buying time for others.
Professor Corelli is lying beside the lectern. I rush over to him. Blood soaks into my dress as I kneel beside him. I press my hands hard against his wounds, but it’s clear he’s dying. Dark red blood seeps from two gunshot wounds to his chest and abdomen.
“Ah,” he says with the fondness of someone meeting a long lost friend. “The curious young girl from the second row... Such a pretty dress.”
I nod, not sure what to say.
“Greet them.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, unsure what he means.
“Trust no one,” the professor says. He takes my hand, pulling it away from his chest. Our eyes meet. My heart breaks as I see the depth of compassion and intelligence in his eyes. He knows he’s dying, but to him, this is more important. “Don’t tell anyone. Not the FBI. Not the NSA. No one.”
I don’t know what he’s talking about, but I nod, trying to comfort him. The gunman storms on stage, yelling and swearing.
“5689,” the professor says. He’s holding my hand with both of his hands, but it’s only now I realize why. He’s slipped a cell phone into the palm of my hand, but he’s done it in such a way that only I know. He squeezes my fingers and smiles. “5689. Tell them, hello from an old friend.”
I start to say something when the gunman kicks me in the ribs, knocking me to one side.
“There will be no more lies,” the gunman yells, and another gunshot rings out, only this shot seems to thunder within my soul. Professor Corelli’s body convulses. His hand twitches and falls still.
Five of us huddle in the middle of the vast stage.
“You! Come out here,” the gunman yells, pointing his handgun at someone backstage. In the wings, curtains sway. I hear the distinct sound of someone pushing down on the crossbar of a fire exit. Seconds later the door slams.
The gunman marches across the stage with his gun outstretched before him. He disappears behind the curtain and I can hear him jamming something into the door to prevent it from being opened.
“We should run while we have the chance,” I say.
“We’d never make it,” an elderly man says and I hesitate, wondering if he’s right, wondering what the consequences of any rash act would be. I doubt I’d make it to the back of the theatre or the side doors, but I might make it to one of the rows. I could hide there.
I go to move when the gunman marches back on the stage. If I had run, I would be halfway down the aisle and little more than target practice.
“Nobody’s going anywhere,” he announces. “Everyone stay calm. No one’s going to get hurt.”
Liar.
How can he be so dumb? He must know he’ll never escape. He must know his only hope lies in surrendering to the police—anything else will end with his death from behind the telescopic sight of a SWAT sniper. But like most of these clowns with their delusions of grandeur, this guy’s blinded by his own hatred and hasn’t thought this through.
The stage is roughly fifty feet wide and probably almost the same in depth, with multiple backdrops and curtains hanging just inches above the polished wooden floor near the rear.
We huddle together because we feel exposed. It’s as though there’s safety in banding together, but I’m aware this plays to his advantage. He has us herded like cattle.
“You got what you want,” the elderly man says. “You’ve killed him. Let us go.”
“You’re my insurance,” he replies, hopping down off the stage. “You’re going to get me out of here.”
Although the gunman is irrational, he’s clearly worried about the sheer number of entry/exit points around the theater.
I can see three emergency exits on each side of the theater, plus the two main doors at the rear. There’s at least another four doors on the mezzanine level, but they’re not visible from here. That’s where the police are going to creep in, and I suspect he knows it. Although he blocked one of the fire doors backstage, there’s got to be at least another two or three of them as this place is designed to get a lot of people out in an emergency. Plus there’s the green room, props area, wardrobe and makeup. There must be sixteen to twenty exits spaced around this theater on various levels. He can’t hope to block or cover more than two or three of them. I’d love to say, “Way to go, dip shit. You might as well be standing in the middle of Union Station,” but I keep my mouth shut.
I’m surprised by how angry I am. Mom’s always telling me not to be a wallflower, to get out and meet new people, as I tend to bury myself in study. Dad says college is supposed to be as much social as academic. I guess I’m just quiet, but right now I want to scream at this guy. I want to tell him he’s stupid, pathetic. He’s an idiot. He’s trapped himself. I’m tempted to point this out but that would be dumb on my part.
From what I can tell, this realization seems to dawn on him anyway, as he looks panicked. Although he’s keeping his gun trained on us, he’s backing down the aisle. I think he wants to close the main doors, but that’s not going to do him any good either.
“Nobody moves,” he yells. “And nobody dies.”
I whisper to the others.
“When he gets to those doors, we run for the side of the stage, Okay? We can get out through the back.”
“But he’ll shoot us,” the old man says.
“At that distance, he’ll miss.”
The gunman stops halfway down the aisle. He’s uncertain, conflicted. He seems to know we’ll run first chance we get. He can’t have it both ways. If he closes those doors, we’ll bolt, but he’s desperate to get the main doors closed even though they won’t make any difference.
“You,” he yells at me. “Pretty girl. Come here. You go and close those doors.”
Sheepishly, I get to my feet.
“Quick,” he yells. “Down here.”
I hate him. I hate being forced to act against my will.
Standing at the front of the stage, I can see the wounded security guard lying at the far end of the second row. He gets to his knees with his gun drawn, but he’s badly hurt. He can’t stand. I can see him leaning across one of the seats with his gun out, ready to shoot down the row.
“NOOOOW!” the gunman screams. His eyes follow mine. He is trying to figure out who or what I’m looking at over by the exit.
I bring my eyes back to the gunman.
I’m trembling, but I’m angry. My left foot is shaking like a tap dancer sailing across the wooden stage, but I refuse to move.
“No,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm.
“GET DOWN HERE, NOW!” he demands, and I can see the veins in his neck bulging as his face turns red with anger. He gestures with the gun, signaling for me to jump down off the stage.
“No!” I yell back. “I won’t do it!”
The gunman is furious. He clenches his teeth and storms back and forth between the rows, waving his gun around, trying to walk off his frustration.
“You think I won’t shoot you? I will shoot you if you don’t get down here and close that goddamn door you dumb bitch!”
“You want to know what I think?” I yell, pointing at him. “I think you’re a coward. I think you’re a pathetic little man hiding behind a gun.”
His eyes go wide. He storms down the aisle toward me. I glance at the security guard. He’s propped himself up against a seat back, steadying his aim down the row.
The gunman stops about ten rows back. On one level, he seems to sense something’s wrong. On another, he’s enraged. I dare not look at the security guard again. I’m in danger of giving away his location.
“I am not a coward,” the gunman yells. “It takes courage to act. I am not a talker. I’m a doer. I have done what’s right. History will be my judge. Not you in here. Not them out there. Future generations will call me a hero.”
“You’re insane,” I say, not really thinking about the gun pointing at me. “You’re sick.”
“I,” he begins, momentarily turning the gun around and pointing it at his own chest. “I’m a lone wolf.”
If only he would squeeze the trigger.
“You’re a lone idiot,” I reply under my breath.
“What???”
I am so angry about the murder of Professor Corelli. I scream at the top of my lungs. “Don’t you get it? You’re alone because you’re a loser!”
That touches a raw nerve and the gunman storms toward me with his pistol outstretched. There are no more words as he thunders down the aisle. The time for words has passed. He’s going to shoot. He marches forward with his lips clenched. White knuckles grip the gun.
Neither of us blink. Our eyes lock.
“What are you waiting for?” I yell, staring him down. I hold my arms out, inviting him closer, screaming, “Shoot! Pull the trigger!”
“You crazy bitch,” he says, adjusting the gun in his hand, getting a firm grip on the pistol as he aims down the barrel.
He approaches the stage and pauses. He finally seems to realize I’m not talking to him as I yell at the top of my lungs, “PULL THE GODDAMN TRIGGER!”
I drop to my knees, hoping the gunman waits another second and takes just a few more steps before squeezing the trigger. He strides forward, consumed with anger, stepping in line with the second row—a shot rings out.
I flinch, closing my eyes at the deafening boom. Every nerve ending in my body screams in pain, but it’s the gunman that falls to the floor, not me. I hear his body collapse in the aisle. His gun clatters to the floor. 
Police come storming in through the side doors. I’m expecting ubiquitous black tactical assault uniforms, helmets and machine guns, but the four officers are dressed in NYPD blues, and they’ve never looked so fine.
The speed with which the police assess the situation is astonishing. I feel like I’ve barely had time to breathe before one of them is towering over the wounded gunman, kicking the pistol toward the stage. Another officer is already tending to the wounded guard.
Radios squawk with messages I cannot possibly hope to understand, but one phrase is clear.
“Gunman down."




Run
A paramedic wraps a blanket over my shoulders and escorts me out of the building. He’s an old guy with acne scars pitting his face, but he’s kind and gentle. His name tag reads, “James,” which confuses me. Why no surname? It takes me a few shuffling steps to realize James must be his surname. In my mind, James is his first name. He just seems like a James to me.
James pulls me under his arm and holds me with the affection of a father. For a moment I feel safe. His hands are strong. I didn’t realize how frail I was until we walked out through the double doors and into the street.
Red and blue police lights flicker over the surrounding buildings, lighting up the night. There are people everywhere, but they’re all wearing uniforms of some sort. Police, paramedics, firemen. Bomb disposal officers race past us with search dogs looking for hidden explosives.
Someone in a dark suit steps in front of me. He addresses James, saying, “I need to speak to her.”
I can’t explain why, but I start to shake uncontrollably. I feel vulnerable, as though anyone can do anything to me and I have no power over my own life. Freewill is a lost concept. I’m a rag doll. Push me, pull me, I have no choice.
“Well, you’re going to have to wait,” James replies, pulling me closer.
“No. You don’t understand—”
“No,” the gruff paramedic says firmly, cutting him off. “You’re the one that doesn’t understand. This is my patient. She’s suffered duress as a hostage and may have hidden injuries. You’re going to have to wait until I’ve checked her out and given her the all clear.”
The suit replies, “Jurisdiction is with—”
“Don’t,” James says, holding up his hand and signaling for the suit to stop talking. “If you drop a goddamn three letter acronym on me I will make you crawl through a minefield of paperwork before you get within ten feet of this woman.
“She’s in shock. She needs time to decompress. Just back off and give her some space. Okay?”
The suit looks annoyed. I can see his jaw moving as he grinds his teeth in anger, but he spots someone else he can hassle and goes over to talk to one of the other freed hostages.
“Don’t you worry,” paramedic first name James, second name James says, leading me on. “You’re going to be fine.”
I’m glad for some breathing space.
A light rain falls, but it’s barely more than a mist, giving the street a light sheen. I find the cool air refreshing. 
My phone rings. I can’t hear it over the noise, but I can feel it vibrating in my back pocket.
I pull out my phone, asking, “Can I?”
“Sure.”
I put the phone to my ear as James sits me on the rear bumper of an ambulance.
The paramedic climbs into the back of the ambulance, saying, “I’m going to get you a mild sedative. Something to help you relax.”
Through the tiny speaker in the phone, I hear, “Oh, my god, Liz. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I reply, recognizing Brandon’s voice over the background noise at his end.
“I saw you on TV. We all did.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your nutty professor was on C-SPAN. When the shooting started, ABC, CNN, FOX and NBC all picked up the live feed. I headed down here as soon as I could. Liz, there were pictures of you in Times Square!”
“You’re here?” I ask, glossing over the Times Square comment.
“Just outside the police cordon. I’m over by the SWAT van with my scooter.”
I lower my voice.
“You’ve got to get me out of here!”
“Hey, relax,” Brandon says. “You’re safe. You’re with the good guys now. It’s over. Everything’s going to be okay.”
“It’s not over,” I whisper. “You don’t understand. I think it’s only just begun.”
James steps down from behind me and the suspension on the ambulance lifts me slightly as his weight shifts to the ground. He smiles warmly, adjusting the blanket on my shoulders.
“Here,” he says, handing me a small pill. “This won’t make you drowsy or anything weird. It’ll just calm the nerves.”
I place the phone in my lap, leaving the call on, and take the pill.
James hands me a bottle of water, unscrewing the top and breaking the seal in front of me.
I swallow the pill, taking a sip of water.
“Listen,” he says, resting his hand gently on my shoulder. “That guy in the suit is going to need to talk to you, but don’t you worry about a thing. You haven’t done anything wrong. There’s nothing to be afraid of, they just need to piece together what happened in there and it helps to get testimony sooner rather than later. I can buy you a few minutes so you can compose yourself, but he’s going to need to talk to you. Okay?”
I nod.
James pats my shoulder, saying “It’s all over. You’re fine. Everything’s going to return to normal.”
No, it isn’t. But I dare not say that.
James walks over to talk to a couple of the other paramedics. I set the water bottle beside me on the bumper and pull the blanket up, holding it tight around my neck. I’m not cold, I’m trying to conceal my conversation with Brandon.
“Are you still there?” I ask, trying to keep my hand beneath the blanket, with only the phone sticking out.
“Yes.”
“You need to get me out of here.”
“Liz,” Brandon replies. “Just talk to them. Please. You haven’t done anything wrong.”
“I have his phone,” I reply as though I’m uttering a dark secret.
“Whose phone?”
“The professor’s—he gave it to me. He told me not to trust anyone. He told me to meet them.”
There’s no reply.
“Please, Brandon.”
“Liz, you’re being paranoid. This is the police we’re talking about. They’re not going to hurt you.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about,” I reply, watching as the man in the suit examines the professor’s body before it’s taken away. “He’s looking for the phone!”
“Who is?”
“The guy in the suit.”
“Liz. You’re in shock. You’re not thinking straight.”
Brandon continues, saying something else about the TV commentary, but I’m distracted. The other phone in my pocket vibrates softly. It must be on silent, but a message has come through.
“Hang on,” I say, sitting my phone beside me and casually slipping the other phone out to look at it. The professor’s phone is sticky with blood but there’s a notification message on the lock screen. Professor Corelli has received a private, direct message from @QuestionsLots. I can’t read the entire message, but I can see a series of numbers. I hide the professor’s phone beneath the blanket and pick up my phone.
“Please. You’ve got to help me.”
“This is crazy,” Brandon replies. “You can’t run off with his phone. They’ll track the SIM card. They’ll track your phone, his phone. They’re probably already monitoring this call.”
“Shit!”
“You’re not thinking straight. You’ve got to come clean with the cops. Tell them what you know. Trust them.”
He’s right, but I cannot betray a dying man’s last wish. I could never forgive myself. In those few seconds, as I stared into the professor’s eyes, I could see beyond the moment. I could hear so much more than the words he spoke. I understood. Death is a loss beyond words. Even if he could have talked for hours, he couldn’t have said more than he did in those last few seconds. Those final words and the desperation with which they were spoken will haunt me for life. I must go on. I have to meet them. But where? How? I don’t know, but I have to honor his dying request.
“There’s an alley beside the theater. Meet me at the far end in two minutes.”
“Don’t do anything—” And I hang up before Brandon can say, “stupid.”
I suspect Brandon’s right about the SIM cards.
I pull a bobby pin from my hair and fiddle with the tiny metal casing on the side of my phone. The SIM cover pops open and a card slides out. I toss it on the ground and repeat the same process with the professor’s phone. He’s got an older phone and the SIM slides effortlessly into my palm with the lightest touch of my bobby pin. I’m about to toss it on the road when my eyes catch the guy in the suit looking around. He’s looking past me, not at me. He’s scanning the crowd. Another guy beside him is holding something that looks like a computer tablet, but it’s as thick as a dictionary. They’re trying to find the phone, I’m sure of it.
I slip the professor’s SIM into my phone and shove my phone into a small gap between a first aid kit and the edge of the ambulance door. I’ve got to get out of here.
James walks over and although I’m nervous as hell I try to smile and look relaxed.
“How are you doing?”
I sweep my hair behind one ear and say, “Better. Much better, thanks.”
A helicopter flies over head with its brilliant white search light dancing over the street. James crouches in front of me. He pulls out a moist towelette and wipes gently at my cheeks and neck. He’s wearing blue, semi-transparent disposable gloves, so the deep red on the white towelette looks all the more stark and alarming.
My eyes must open wide as he switches to a new towelette and says, “It’s okay. There. All better.”
“Could I... ” But I’m not sure how to say what I’m thinking. I squeeze my legs together trying to suggest what I want.
Without skipping a beat he says, “Urinate?”
That wasn’t exactly the word I was going to use. ’Pee’ was my term of choice, but the more formal ’urinate’ is somewhat detached and a little less embarrassing.
“Sure,” he says. “The suits are arranging transport for you and the others downtown, but you don’t need to hold on till then.”
He reaches under one of the stretchers and pulls out a bucket, handing it to me casually.
“Just climb in there and close the door.”
“Umm,” I say. “It’s a little cramped in there.”
I nod with my head toward the alleyway. A lone police officer stands looking down the empty alley. Yellow tape runs across the entrance.
“Don’t want an audience, huh?”
I just smile as James takes me by the elbow and helps me stand. We walk over to the police officer, me with a blanket over my shoulders and a bucket in my hand.
“Hey, bud?” James says. “Do you mind? Just want to give the lady a little privacy.”
The cop looks me up and down with well-honed suspicion, but I look like a younger version of Mother Teresa after a hard night out clubbing or something and he takes pity on me. He lifts the cordon tape. I crouch beneath the yellow ribbon and step into the poorly lit alley.
James hands me a couple of moist towelettes.
“Thanks.”
The cop releases the tape and turns his back to me. I walk about ten feet further down the alley into the shadows, saying, “No peeking.”
“No peeking,” James replies, turning his back as well. I put the bucket on the ground along with the blanket and take one last look. The two men stand there with their backs to me as blue and red lights continue to flash across the surrounding buildings.
Slowly, I creep down the alley, watching where I step, trying not to make any noise. My heart is pounding in my throat. The farther I get the faster I go and before long I’m running, occasionally peering behind me to make sure they haven’t looked.
As I approach the end of the alley I hear, “Hey. You. Stop!”
There’s another cop standing to one side at the end of the alleyway. More yellow police tape marks the outer cordon around the theater.
He’s a she. The female cop reaches for her gun, but she must have been facing out at the crowd as I approached. She’s only heard me at the last moment. I run into her, knocking her off her feet and her gun clatters across the concrete.
There are dozens of bystanders, but they’re all paralyzed with inaction. They don’t know quite what’s going on. There’s a cop down. A woman screams and backs away as I run on. Someone yells, “It’s the girl. The one on TV.”
Not the theater, I note. In their minds, my fame is confined to the small screen. I doubt any of them heard the professor speak, although they would have had their eyes glued to the TV once that madman pulled out a gun.
Brandon’s there. He’s sitting on his scooter by the curb. The engine’s running. He hands me a helmet, but there’s no time. I can hear James and the other cop yelling as they run down the alleyway behind us.
“Go. Go. Go!” I yell as I jump on the back of Brandon’s scooter.
Brandon revs the engine, but his scooter sounds like a sewing machine. This isn’t the getaway I imagined. With two of us on the scooter, the tiny engine struggles to gain speed and we accelerate slowly as the high-pitched engine screams at the night.
Brandon pulls out into the traffic and horns blare. A taxi swerves and I lose hold of the helmet as Brandon cuts between a van and a bus. My helmet bounces across the road into the path of oncoming traffic.
Sirens sound behind us.
Brandon’s wearing an open-faced helmet covered in scratches and dents. I’ve been telling him to get a decent helmet for over a year. Last week he finally did and I just dropped it. I want to whisper, “Sorry.” But I don’t think he saw the panel truck that crushed his new helmet like an eggshell.
As we round a corner, he calls out, “Please tell me I’m not an accessory to murder or something.”
“I don’t think so,” I yell back, but the sirens blaring behind us beg to differ. I’m not sure what laws I’ve broken and yet somehow I’m a fugitive. Professor Corelli gave me his phone. I was a hostage, a victim, not a criminal. I knocked over a police officer. Technically, that’s assault, I guess, but it was an accident. Neither of us saw the other until it was too late.
“You’re not exactly inspiring confidence, Liz.”
I hug him tight, holding on as the thin back wheel of the scooter slides on the slick road. Brandon is used to riding like this. He has one foot out, skimming across the concrete, keeping us upright. Brandon wears Doc Martins. The thick rubber soles make up for the lack of tread on his rear wheel.
The wind whips through my hair. I peer over his shoulder, trying to figure out where we’re going.
A police cruiser slides around the corner behind us along with a motorcycle cop.
“Oh, shit,” I say, looking back and seeing the cop racing up. The police motorcycle accelerates at breakneck speed, rapidly closing the distance between us.
“Which way?” Brandon cries. I can see him peering in his side mirrors. He’s seen the cop.
“Left,” I yell only because the motorcycle cop is on our right.
The traffic light is red, but Brandon slides through the intersection, turning left across oncoming traffic. Given how pathetic our scooter is, he’s trying not to brake as he turns, throwing us into a power slide. Any speed we lose will be hell to regain, and the scooter already sounds like it’s about to bust a cylinder.
“Pull over,” blares from a steel speaker on the side of the police motorcycle. The police officer draws level with us. If anything, our escape is comical. We might as well be trying to outrun him on a bicycle. A few loud blasts from his horn precede a second, “Pull over.”
“Hold tight,” Brandon yells, riding up over the sidewalk and into Grand Central Station.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting us the hell out of here.”
There’s an open door. People run screaming as we tear into the vast concourse with its polished marble floor.
Brandon plants his foot as we round the corner, keeping us upright. The motorcycle cop is right behind us. The big, bulky police motorcycle might be able to outrun us in a straight line, but tight corners belong to the lighter, more nimble scooter. The cop leans into the corner but his back wheel slides out from beneath him, sending him sliding sideways across the concourse.
Transit cops on foot rush at us, pushing against the tide of passengers running out of the station in panic.
“Lean back,” Brandon yells.
“You’re crazy,” I reply as we thunder down the stairs, bouncing wildly.
“I’m crazy?” Brandon calls out. “I’m not the one stealing a dead man’s phone!”
My butt bounces off the seat with each jarring step we hit. I’m leaning so far back I can feel the rear taillight hitting my lower back. Brandon yells something, but the constant juddering as we go down the steps make it impossible to hear anything other than meaningless garble.
We get to the bottom of the stairs and I feel as though I’m still bouncing around. Brandon revs the engine and the rear wheel spins, unable to gain traction on the polished floor.
I glance behind us. Dozens of police officers run madly down the stairs.
Brandon eases off the accelerator and the rear wheel catches. We dart out of sight, turning to one side.
“In there!” I yell.
Brandon doesn’t hesitate. He rides the scooter into an elevator as the doors start to close. He brakes and we slide. The front wheel of the scooter hits the back of the elevator, sending a shudder through us like two bumper cars colliding.
The doors close and I look around at the people in the elevator. There’s a young Japanese couple. She’s grabbing him, half hiding behind him. He’s got some fancy camera with a telephoto lens, but he’s holding it out as though it somehow provides protection. I guess it’s a case of don’t move or I’ll take your photo. A young mother shelters in the far corner with a baby in a stroller. There’s a burly looking mechanic in stained overalls and an elderly lady with a walking stick. They all look terrified.
Brandon kills the engine, flicks the kick stand on the scooter and pulls off his helmet, saying, “Well done everyone! That’s a wrap. Nice work.”
My jaw drops.
Brandon smiles warmly at the stunned passengers as the elevator rises.
“Thank you,” he says, “We couldn’t have pulled off this scene without you.”
He smiles warmly, shaking the hand of the stunned Japanese man.
I’m lost for words.
Brandon reaches across the bike and shakes the mechanic’s hand, saying, “Now make sure you sign a non-disclosure form with the studio if you want your name to appear in the credits for the film.”
The woman with the stroller is visibly relieved. She touches her hand to her chest and laughs. Brandon makes his way around the elevator to her and shakes her hand.
“You can get autographed photos from the movie trailer out in front of the station.”
The Japanese man laughs and snaps a photo of us.
Brandon points at him with a cheesy grin on his face. “I should charge you for that.” And he laughs with the warmest smile I’ve ever seen. In that moment, he really is a Hollywood mega-star. It’s funny how perception changes reality.
“Who are you?” the mechanic asks, but his voice is inviting, not worried or threatening.
“Jason Steel,” Brandon replies with what I think is the most absurd, obviously made up name ever. “You may have seen me in The Black Night?”
The mechanic smiles and nods. Apparently he’s seen that non-existent film.
“What’s the name of this particular film?” the young mother asks as the doors open on the ground floor.
“Gone With the Wind,” I reply. “It’s a modern remake.”
“Ohhh,” she replies.
I grab Brandon’s hand and he smiles for one last photograph as I drag him out of the elevator. The Japanese man starts taking photos of what he assumes is a stunt scooter, I guess, if such a thing even exists.
The mechanic laughs, joking with the young mother, but I get the feeling they don’t know each other. They’re both just relieved not to have been caught up in some shady criminal activity or a terrorist attack. The distinct lack of cameras, lighting, film and sound crew seems to have escaped them.
Police swarm into the stairs to our right, running down toward the lower level. The Japanese man stands outside the elevator pointing at them and laughing, but no one seems to notice or care. Brandon and I keep our heads down and slip out through a side exit as police cars come racing up to the station.
There are hundreds if not thousands of people outside. The chaos is such that the police can’t hope to detain or question even a fraction of the people here and we slip into the crowd unseen.
“You are unbelievable,” I say as we make our way from the station.
“I had to say something,” Brandon says in his defense.
I laugh.
“Yes. You did.”
He puts his arm over my shoulder and I snuggle beside him, hugging his waist as we walk along. We’re both surprisingly calm given all that’s happened and walk off at a casual pace. I’m not sure if that’s because of the drugs James gave me or if I’m coming down off an adrenalin buzz after the chase, but it’s probably for the best as a cop runs right past us without giving us a second glance.
“So,” I ask, “Is it Knight with a K or Night with an N?”
“Huh?”
“Your big movie?”
“Oh,” Brandon laughs. “With an N.”
I squeeze his waist affectionately.
“You know we’re screwed, right?” he says with the casual acceptance of someone talking about the weather or a sale at Bloomingdales. I’m loving this matter-of-fact discussion without any of the emotional hyperbole my mother would inject. He continues, saying, “I mean, sooner or later, we’re going to get caught. We’re Bonnie and Clyde.”
“I guess we are,” I say, although I’m pretty sure the reason I’m so relaxed is those drugs. My arms feel droopy. My shoes are unusually heavy.
“People are going to be freaking out.” By people, I know he means our folks.
Brandon and I grew up in apartments across the hall from each other in Brooklyn. He was the boy next door. We were friends through high school, but we never had any romantic connection. I went to college. He went to work on the docks. Slowly, we drifted apart, moving in different circles, and then one night we bumped into each other. I was coming home late after a night out with the girls at Vesper’s. I was giggly. Brandon thought I was drunk, but I wasn’t—or maybe I was. He was sitting on the stairs at 2am, having just come home from the hospital. His brother had been killed earlier that night in a car crash. Brandon was a wreck. Hearing what happened sobered me pretty damn quick. We sat there and talked till dawn. Death puts life in perspective. A light kiss goodnight, or good morning as it was, helped us both see what we really wanted from life, and from there neither of us have looked back.
Our folks have always been the best of friends. They’ll be going ape shit crazy by now.
I sigh.
I step away from Brandon, pulling out the professor’s phone and pressing the button on top. The screen flashes into life, displaying a locked keypad.
Brandon is silent.
We both stare at the screen for a moment. I suspect he knows what I’m thinking. This is the point of no return. We could walk away. Sure, there would be some embarrassing explanations before a judge, but we haven’t done anything wrong, not really, nothing beyond a minor misdemeanor. As neither of us have a criminal record, we’d probably get a lecture about being young and stupid, perhaps along with some community service and a warning.
Like most of New York, Brandon thinks the professor is a nut. Just another tinfoil conspiracy theorist latching onto the latest quirky UFO-alien-first-contact theory. Theory is the wrong word. Theories are testable. They can be falsified and disproven. Conspiracies can’t, at least not in the minds of their adherents. And I find myself wondering about the professor’s crazy idea, that aliens could tap into our satellite feeds, that they could inject TCP packets and eavesdrop or even interact with us in the virtual world of the internet.
So much for UFOs hovering over the Empire State Building or spaceships landing outside the White House. Could First Contact really occur on Facebook or Twitter? What about Tumblr? Why not Instagram? Surely ET would have some pretty wild pictures to share. I guess no one would believe they were real. Photoshop is pretty damn convincing.
Brandon and I sit down at a bus stop.
I key in 5689 and the main screen comes up.
No Carrier. Faulty SIM.
I ignore the message and open Twitter. The app complains about a lack of connectivity, but it’s cached recent tweets and messages. There are two messages. One from the professor to @QuestionsLots along with a cryptic reply.
I know who you are. We should meet.
40.7828647 -73.96535510000001 — 00:00
“I don’t get it? What is forty minus seventy three?” I ask. “How is that even relevant?”
Brandon says, “Look at the points beyond the decimal point.”
There’s a lone 1 some fourteen decimal places back.
“Why so precise?”
Brandon points at the zeros separated by a colon. “He asked to meet them, right? This has to be a location. GPS coordinates or something. And that would be the time—midnight.”
“Why would aliens use GPS?” I ask.
“Why do they use English?” Brandon asks in reply. “Because that’s what we use, that’s what we understand.”
“Nice,” I say.
I use my fingers to highlight the numbers and copy them electronically. Closing Twitter, I open Maps.
Brandon asks, “Won’t we need an internet connection?”
“No. GPS is native. It doesn’t need to connect to anything. We won’t get any new maps, but anything that’s already been viewed will show up.”
I paste the coordinates, saying, “We should at least see our location and where we need to go.”
The map application also complains about a lack of connectivity. The top left half of the screen is blank, with squiggly lines showing up only immediately around us. Two pins appear, one highlighting our position not more than a block from Grand Central. The other is smack in the middle of Central Park.
“This is a joke, right?” Brandon asks. “Central Park? They’re going to land a goddamn UFO in the middle of Central Park at midnight? No way!”
He’s got a point. We’re barely two miles from there and have about three hours to kill. This is ridiculous, but I’ve come too far. I have to know.
“Come on,” I say, getting to my feet.
“You’re serious?” Brandon asks, walking beside me over to the pedestrian crossing. “Liz, the professor was an eccentric old man making one last stand, trying to grab fifteen minutes of fame before he walked off stage for the final time. You don’t seriously think he was in contact with intelligent extraterrestrial beings from the stars, do you?”
The lights change and we cross the street.
“You don’t owe him anything,” Brandon says.
“Yes,” I say. “Yes, I do. You don’t understand. You weren’t there. I was sitting beside the gunman during the lecture. I just sat there as he shot Professor Corelli. I could have done something. I should have tried to stop him.”
“And then what?” Brandon asks. “You would have been killed as well. What would that have accomplished? Liz, you don’t have to feel guilty about what happened. It wasn’t your fault.”
“I know.”
In my head, I know Brandon’s right, but my heart feels lousy. I march on with strident determination.
“Liz, this is crazy. This is madness. We’ve got every cop in New York looking for us. And for what? For some crazy old geezer chasing a dream?”
I keep walking, picking up the pace.
“Liz, please. I love you, but this is too much. We’ve gone too far.”
“Don’t you want to know?” I snap.
“Honey, we’ve got to give ourselves up. We’ve got to turn ourselves in before things get out of control.”
“Oh,” I reply. “We’re way beyond control.”
Brandon falls in step beside me. His head hangs low. He says, “Promise me something.”
I listen.
“Promise me this ends at midnight. Promise me you’ll turn yourself in.”
I’m quiet.
“I can’t keep going like this,” Brandon says. “At midnight, with or without you, I’m heading to the nearest police station.”
I keep walking.
“Liz?”
“Okay,” I say, reluctantly. He’s right. We can’t run forever.
I feel stupid. What have I done? What am I doing? This is irrational and crazy and dumb and every other possible synonym that escapes me in the moment.
I’m not sure what I believe any more. And yet, what does belief have to do with science? For thousands of years, we believed we were at the center of the universe, but that didn’t make it so. Billions of galaxies scattered through the depths of space ignored our petty Stone Age beliefs, and yet we clung to those stupid concepts for eons until someone pointed a telescope at the heavens. And here I am, going on my gut. I so desperately want the professor to be right, but he’s not. Brandon’s right. And yet I hope he’s wrong. I know I’ll sit there in Central Park staring up into the night sky until midnight at least.




Central Park
“Is this really necessary?” I ask as we sit down in the middle of a darkened field just south of the reservoir in Central Park.
Brandon mashes some aluminum foil into a pointy hat and sticks it on his head, saying, “Absolutely.” Much to my annoyance, while shopping for snacks in the local 7-11, Brandon insisted on buying a roll of foil and now he’s laughing his ass off.
The grass is damp.
He hands me the foil and I tear off a strip, but instead of making a crazy don’t-read-my-mind hat, I sit on it to ward off the dew.
“Come on,” he says. “You need to play along. When the cops finally catch up with us, we’ve got to look at least a little unhinged. Temporary insanity—that’s our plea before the judge.”
Reluctantly, I tear off another strip of foil and make myself a pointy hat.
I say, “I feel dumb—like a dunce sent to sit in the corner.”
“Hey, maybe we’re like wizards and witches,” Brandon replies, straightening his pointy hat. “Pretend this is all just some ComicCon cosplay.”
“This is really stupid,” I say.
“And you’ve just figured that out now you’ve put on a tinfoil hat?” I laugh as he goes on. “Because there’s nothing silly about sitting in Central Park waiting for an alien invasion.”
I give him a light, playful punch on the arm.
Brandon opens a plastic bag and pulls out a can of soda and a bag of potato chips.
“We should have brought popcorn,” I say.
He smiles, opening the bag and offering me some chips.
I take a handful, surprised by how hungry I am.
We sit there in the darkness. The grassy lawn is huge. There are several softball fields set around the edge of the vast open space. Dim lights dot the distant walkways winding through the park.
Brandon says, “Great night for a picnic.”
The clouds have cleared. There’s no Moon and even with the distant lights of the city surrounding the park we can still see stars overhead. It’s hard to imagine each one is probably bigger and brighter than the Sun. They look so small. I can’t help but smile at the irony of our perspective. Here we are thinking Earth is big when 99.8% of all the mass in our solar system is in the Sun, and most of that remaining 0.2% is taken up by Jupiter. Earth is but a speck of dust amidst a sea of stars.
Midnight comes and goes.
Nothing happens.
No alien spaceship arrives.
I glance at the professor’s phone almost constantly, watching as the minutes pass. Brandon is silent. He’s waiting for me to accept defeat.
At 12:18 am I utter a single word under my breath.
“Sorry.”
Brandon doesn’t reply. He clenches his lips and nods slightly, reaching out and squeezing my knee affectionately.
It’s time to turn ourselves in. No words need to be exchanged. We get to our feet as the sound of a helicopter echoes off the buildings surrounding Central Park. A spotlight ripples across the distant trees. Brandon takes my hand. The chopper flies directly overhead before circling around to face us, blinding us with its blue-white spotlight.
“Stay where you are,” booms out of a speaker overhead.
A lump forms in my throat, but I’m not running anymore. This is the end of the line.
The helicopter descends slowly, keeping its spotlight on us. Rotor blades beat at the air. The aluminum foil hat blows off my head. Trash rolls across the ground. The grass flattens under the downdraft. Instinctively, we both crouch even though we’re well clear of the rotors.
The skids of the helicopter touch lightly on the ground and the engine powers down. A flashing red light at the back of the chopper indicates the tail rotor in the darkness. A small white light on the fuselage highlights the NYPD logo. Dark figures move in the cockpit.
Brandon has his hands up by his shoulders in surrender. My hands hang limp by my side. I’m numb.
The door to the cockpit opens and a police officer climbs out. He’s wearing a blue jumpsuit and flight helmet. The officer jogs over to us and comes to a stop just a few feet away. I’m expecting guns drawn or tasers out. Shouldn’t there be dozens of cops converging on us? I wonder if there are squad cars racing through the park or police officers running across the field behind us, ready to knock us to the ground and brutally wrench our arms behind our backs, but the officer in front of me smiles. He holds out his hand.
“I—” I try to say something meaningful, but words fail me.
His eyes dart between us as he says, “Hello world.”
I look down as tentacles wrap around my hand. They feel slimy, but they’re not sticky.
Brandon can’t take his eyes off the seething mass of tentacles enveloping my wrist. Each tentacle is no thicker than my thumb, but there are dozens of them protruding from the officer’s sleeve. I should feel repulsed, but I don’t. They’re gentle. They’re beautiful. They have an oily sheen, reflecting the hues of the rainbow like the shell of a beetle.
The tentacles release and normal fingers appear.
Brandon is manic. His eyes are about to pop out of his head. He can barely contain himself.
“Camouflaged with light,” the creature says, holding up its hand and wiggling what appear to be fingers. For a second, they transform into dozens of tentacles and then back into fingers again. “You have such creatures here on Earth—chameleons, cuttlefish, octopus.”
I nod.
It’s hard to think of the man in front of me as a creature from another world. He looks perfectly normal—male, caucasian, early thirties, six foot and a bit with his helmet, 180 pounds. He removes his helmet revealing brown hair with a receding hairline and hazel eyes. For an alien, he’s surprisingly clean shaven—with a few freckles on his cheeks, thin lips and a modest jaw. No five o’clock shadows in space, I guess.
Brandon turns to me, asking, “What does she want?”
“She?”
“My form is an illusion, a mirage,” the creature replies. “You see what you want to see—that which is most familiar—that which will ease your fears.”
I glance at Brandon, stunned by the realization we both see something different in this alien.
“I—”
“We were expecting Professor Corelli.”
“I’m sorry,” I say with tears welling up in my eyes. “He’s dead. He sent us with a message... Hello... Hello from an old friend.”
The everyman before me glances down at his feet. He seems genuinely hurt.
“Alas, this too was expected.”
He turns and begins walking back toward the police helicopter with its rotor blades still slowly turning overhead.
“Wait,” I call out.
He glances back at me with eyes filled with grief. Tears run down his virtual cheeks.
The alien asks, “Why should I wait?”
Brandon blurts out, “You just got here.”
“We have seen all we need to see. There is nothing here for us.”
“But what about the two of us?” I ask. “We need you.”
“Me?” the officer replies, turning back toward us. “And what do you need of me?”
“I—ah—we need to learn from you.”
He smiles.
“Yes, you need to learn, but not from me, not from any of us. You need to learn from each other.
“We have scanned your records, learned your languages, searched your history and seen your species at its best and its worst. There is much to learn, but there is that which no one can teach, that which each must discover for themselves.
“We observe five hundred million tweets each day. Some are intelligent, some petty, but they all offer insights. They reveal your nature, your hopes, your fears, but what’s more, they reveal your factions.
“You polarize like the light and you do not see that this is the real problem you face.”
“But you could change all of that!” I say. “If they saw you, they’d stop—they’d listen.”
“Would they?” the alien asks, and deep down I already know the answer.
I don’t want to admit it, but he’s right. There are still people that think the Moon landings were faked. People convinced the Earth is flat. Tinfoil seems to surround almost every pivotal event in history. The Holocaust. The assassination of President Kennedy. Even such clearcut tragedies as 9/11 have their doubters. I sigh. He’s absolutely right. First Contact with an alien species would be like throwing gasoline on a raging fire.
“Twitter has given us data for our models, allowing us to extrapolate thousands of possible scenarios involving contact with the primary sentient species on this planet, and all but this particular one end in violence.”
His head hangs low.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“For what?” he asks.
“I’m sorry you couldn’t meet him—Professor Corelli. I—I tried to save him.”
“We did not come here simply to meet Professor Corelli,” the alien says in a voice that sends a chill through me. “We came here to free him, to take him to the stars.”
Rotor blades swoosh overhead.
Brandon blurts out, “Take us instead!”
“WHAT???” I yell, looking at him with disbelief.
Brandon grabs me by the shoulders and says, “Think about it. This is the opportunity of a lifetime!”
“Ah, I—”
“You do not want to wake up in a police cell tomorrow morning. Besides, do you really think a judge is going to believe any of this? We’re screwed. We’ll be the laughingstock of New York.”
“But...”
“But what? Come on. You’re the one doing a degree in science communication. I thought you’d be all over this.”
“Then come,” the alien says.
I step forward, feeling the grass and dirt beneath my shoes, realizing this is the last time my feet will feel the Earth beneath them.
Brandon takes my hand.
I address the alien, saying, “I have questions. Lots.”
The extraterrestrial smiles, holding out his hand to welcome us, saying, “Questions are good. Questions allow us to see the beauty of life. Never stop asking questions.”
Tentacles entwine themselves around my fingers, helping me climb up into the helicopter. Already its form is changing. The clear Perspex glass dome at the front of the chopper is suddenly pointed and covered in colorful dials. The co-pilot is no longer wearing a police uniform, and no longer has arms or legs as I think of them, but rather appears squid-like, and yet I’m not nervous. I’m excited.
The Beginning




Afterword
Science fiction differs from traditional forms of fiction in that it seeks to provoke our sense of wonder and curiosity about the universe in which we live. It’s entertainment, but not without some angle that causes us to pause and consider, “What if?”
In a serious peer-reviewed scientific study titled “Searching the Internet for evidence of time travelers,” Dr. Robert Nemiroff and Dr. Teresa Wilson searched social media postings on Twitter, Facebook, etc, for any clues that we might have been visited by travelers from the future. In a similar manner, this short story poses the possibility that First Contact with an intelligent extraterrestrial species could occur on social media where anonymity is assured.
Why Twitter? Why not Facebook? Good question. Facebook is a closed system by design whereas Twitter is open and (mostly) transparent. Facebook tailors and restricts content. I’ll give you an example. As of this moment, my Facebook page has 389 “likes,” so 389 people have said they “like” me as an author and would “like” to hear from me, but the latest item I shared only “reached” 40 people because Facebook screens content based on what its algorithms “think” others want to see regardless of any “likes” they may have made. On Twitter, I have 1,597 followers. As soon as I send a tweet, all 1,597 people get to see that in their feed. As much as I like Facebook, I find Twitter is more open for collaboration and discussion.
Social media websites such as Twitter would afford extraterrestrials with an abundance of information about humanity and allow them to observe and even interact with us without revealing themselves or their intentions. Closed systems like Facebook would afford them endless videos of cats!
This short story suggests that the meta-analysis of open social media systems like Twitter could reveal any such contact if it was conducted in such a way that was beyond the realm of an individual user. The story describes extraterrestrials harvesting data on a massive scale, beyond that which any single individual would ever be capable of, and using that information to better understand our species. It’s an interesting possibility and one that was used surreptitiously to manipulate the 2016 US Presidential Election, which to me seems typical of our species—something that should be for our betterment was used to manipulate others.
@RealScientists is the only Twitter account followed by our fictitious aliens @QuestionsLots, but @RealScientists are very real and well worth following in real life.  




THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY
The Man Who Remembered Today is a novella developed as part of an anthology launched in March 2014 called From the Indie Side. Special thanks to David Gatewood and Ellen Campbell for their assistance in editing and refining this story.
Synopsis: Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn’t just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can’t remember what happened to him. He can’t recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today and today is no ordinary day. 




Memories
Kareem wakes to the sound of coffee dripping from his brand new De’Longhi coffee machine. With each drip, the aroma swells within his tiny one room apartment. For a moment, he lies there savoring the smell, enjoying the absence of an alarm clock. Instead of the jarring sound of a fake car horn or faux-African drums, or even a rock song shuffled from his smartphone, he wakes to what at first sounds like rain falling gently on the windowsill. The soft hiss of steam reminds him not to drift back to sleep.
Kareem opens his eyes and stretches, sitting up on the edge of the bed. The clock reads 7:20.
Another day, another dollar. Living for the weekend. Damn it, cliches shouldn’t define life. What day is it? Wednesday or Thursday? Definitely not Sunday. He picks up his phone and checks the date. It’s Tuesday. It should be Thursday, or better yet, Friday.
“Thank God it’s not Monday,” he mumbles to himself, vaguely aware he’s butchered yet another cliche in his drowsy state.
Kareem gets to his feet and staggers, reaching out for the dresser to steady himself. He’s dizzy, almost to the point of nausea. For a moment, he holds himself there while the world swings around him.
“Oh,” he moans, feeling as though he’s been kicked in the head. “I have got to lay off the hard stuff.”
His mind is cloudy, hazy. He has no recollection of drinking alcohol the night before, but he must have been on liquor. Beer wouldn’t do this to him. Wine leaves him slightly dehydrated and a little dusty. Only whiskey knocks him around this bad. That’s the worst thing about getting blind drunk—not knowing if a wild night was actually worth the thumping headache the next day.
He pours himself a cup of coffee, adding some artificial sweetener and a drop of creamer. Steam rises from the cup. He inhales, savoring the rich smell. Closing his eyes, he sips at the coffee, already feeling better.
In the back of his mind, Kareem remembers something, something about yesterday. Damn. There’s something he’s supposed to do today, something he thought of yesterday. He should have written it down. It’s important, he knows that much at least, but what was so important escapes him. Maybe a hot shower will distract him and that vague memory will return naturally.
Kareem walks to the bathroom. It’s autumn. It’ll take a couple of minutes for the frigid New York water to become warm enough for a shower so he decides to catch up on news about the terrorist attacks crippling the country. Water cascades within the shower like rain on the roof. With the flick of a button on the TV remote, his television starts talking to him like a long lost friend—perfect white teeth, a broad smile, direct eye contact and a warm friendly face, but it’s for nothing more than a sales pitch for shaving cream. Rubbing the stubble on his chin, he ignores the ad and wanders back into the bathroom.
He glances casually in the mirror set above the old sink within the cramped bathroom with its chipped tiles and moldy corners. A stranger stares back. It takes Kareem a moment to recognize himself. Blood has soaked through a bandage wrapped around his forehead. Numerous tiny cuts and scratches stretch across his face, all running from the lower left to upper right. His eyes are puffy, as though he’s suffering from allergies. 
“What the…”
A packet of painkillers lies abandoned on the sink below the mirror. The label has his name typed out in bold, unmistakable letters, but he doesn’t remember picking them up from the drugstore. Kareem doesn’t remember anything that happened yesterday.
“What the hell?” Slowly, he unravels the turban-like bandage. The side of his head has been shaved. Stitches run from his temple to behind his ear. Gently, he touches at the wound, trying to get a good look at the cut in the mirror. Has he been in some kind of accident? Perhaps he has amnesia, or is in shock and is subconsciously blocking out painful memories. As a paramedic, Kareem understands that’s possible. Car crash? No, hit-and-run? Maybe. The lines on his face are consistent with road rash.
The TV blares in the background. Kareem checks the temperature of the shower. Freezing. In his dazed state, he only pulled on the mixer to start the shower and failed to shift it to warm. He corrects his mistake and wanders back into his tiny apartment, struggling to recall any details from yesterday. He has no idea how he was injured. He’s clearly been to hospital. The label on the painkillers reveals they were issued by the Emergency Department in Lower Manhattan. In some ways, that makes sense. That’s where his ambulance is stationed, but how did he get home? Getting back to the Upper East Side is a pain-in-the-ass on public transport. Someone must have dropped him off, but he has no recollection of what happened.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, he flicks through the TV channels until he picks up the news. 
“...while later today,” a pretty young newscaster begins, “President Addison will speak at the social justice reform program in Manhattan.”
The President faces the camera. At first, Kareem assumes he’s speaking from somewhere in Washington D.C.—with a US flag behind him, he could be in the White House, but the wall behind the flag is covered in photographs.
In his groggy state it takes Kareem a moment to realize the President is standing in front of a memorial wall, the kind hastily erected in the aftermath of a tragedy. As the camera pans, taking in a scene of devastation beyond what now appears to be a makeshift wall, Kareem recognizes the intersection. The windows in the buildings have been shattered, but it’s the corner of State and Pearl, he’s sure of it. He gets coffee from there most days. President Addison is in New York.
“We will not be intimidated by cowards,” the President says. “We will find those responsible for the attack on Battery Park and we will bring them to justice.”
Battery Park, yes, he remembers picking up a middle aged man from Battery Park a couple of days ago, or was it a week ago? The poor man had a heart attack while walking to work. Kareem and his partner saved the man’s life.
This is the second attack Kareem has heard of in New York—the first being the bombing of the museum. Prior to this, there were bombings in Los Angeles, Seattle and Chicago, but only ever one attack in each city. Hearing of a second attack in New York causes the hair on the back of Kareem’s arms to stand on end. Media hyperbole aside—America is under attack.
“We will not have our way of life changed by extremists. We will not bow to their hatred of our freedom.”
The President continues talking, but the volume drops as the reporter speaks over the top of him.
“President Addison has vowed to keep to his schedule in New York, speaking at the civil rights conference here in Manhattan before touring the hospitals treating those injured in the Battery Park attack. Police are requesting anyone in the area that may have seen one of these two men to come forward and help with the investigation.”
A sketch artist has constructed two computer-generated mug shots. Both men looked sullen and morose. They’re in their mid-twenties, with the classic Arab look—tanned skin, short-cropped dark hair, day-old stubble, menacing eyes and sharp jawlines. Realistically they could be from any southern European country. Those bushy eyebrows could have originated in Greece or Spain, as much as in Saudi Arabia or Yemen. Tweak a few of those features and that could be a sketch of Kareem and his brother.
“What about the bomb at the museum?” Kareem asks the TV. Living less than four blocks from the first blast, he wants to know if the police, or the FBI, or whoever’s in charge has any leads. Are the blasts related? They must be. Or could it be a copycat at work? Not surprisingly, the TV reporter doesn’t respond to his question.
“The stock market is in free-fall,” the anchor says. “Wall Street is in turmoil following the attack on Battery Park, with the SEC calling for the suspension of future put-options as billions in losses pour into what the Fed is calling an economic black hole.”
Steam spirals around within the shower, fogging the glass.
As tempting as it is to sit there watching the broadcast, mesmerized by regurgitated news, Kareem feels horrible. Sticky. Dirty. Sweaty. He has to get clean. He’ll have to avoid getting his hair wet, but his weary body cries out to soak beneath the jets of hot water in the shower. Besides, the networks will run these stories to death, although ‘death’ probably isn’t the appropriate term given the subject. Anything he misses will be replayed over and over again throughout the day. Eventually, there will be something about the attack on the museum. Why would terrorists attack a museum? Kareem’s not sure, but it’s all he remembers from yesterday. The attack on Battery Park confuses him. When did that happen? Did both attacks happen at once? Why does he remember one and not another? Why is the news mentioning one but not the other?
The shower is wonderful. Glorious. The skin on his fingers begin to wrinkle as he refuses to get out. Kareem moves around beneath the streaming jets for almost half an hour, soaking his body, relishing how the tension washes out of his muscles. There are bruises on his arms and chest, but his legs are fine, which is surprising, but—gift horse, mouth, don’t think twice.
After he’s dragged himself out of the shower, Kareem gently sponges the wound on his head, cleaning away the blood. He dresses, shaves and brushes his teeth. He’s a little strange in that regard. Kareem brushes his teeth before he has breakfast, even though that habit causes his Cap’n Crunch to taste of mint. Ah, to be human again. That shower has given him a lift.
The coffee in his cup is cold so he dumps it and pours another cup. The TV is still cycling through news stories about the string of terrorist attacks that have rocked the country. The clip of President Addison repeats. His defiance is even more impressive the second time around.
“Come on,” Kareem mutters. “What about Manhattan? What about Central Park? Is it safe to go out?”
It’s safe. Deep down, he knows that. Terrorist attacks are sensational, but isolated. More people will die on the roads today than in that attack. Probably several times more, and yet society accepts road accidents as normal. Fatalities from car crashes are nothing compared to a terrorist attack, or so the media says, and yet he’s in more danger crossing the street than he is from a terrorist. Like shark attacks, terrorism seems more real than it is. Given his injuries, it seems he came close to dying while jay-walking.
How many died in the Seattle attack? He struggles to recall the exact number, but it’s in the fifties. Hundreds have been maimed and injured, but unless you die, the media doesn’t count you. Only fifty or sixty killed. Only. What a cruel word. What a cruel world. And at the Museum of Natural History, just a few blocks away from his apartment, how many died there? His memory is hazy, but he’s sure it’s only fourteen or fifteen. And there it is again. Only. Kareem hates the word ‘only.’
How many people die on the roads each year? He should know this. He’s tended to enough motor vehicle accidents. From memory, it hovers somewhere between thirty and forty thousand, so that has to be, what? A hundred a day, if his math is correct. Damn, he came close to being part of that horrifying statistic.
Kareem picks up his smartphone and sends a text to his work colleague, Deb Drysdale.
Morning.
Almost instantly, Deb replies. She must have been online already.
Hey, how are you doing?

Are you feeling OK?

Yeah. Kind of.
Kareem is slow to respond.
I’m a little groggy, but I’m OK.
What the hell happened?
You don’t remember?

How does she respond so quickly? Damn, she’s fast with her fingers. It seems to take an infinite amount of energy to type just two letters in reply.
No
Dude.

You were caught in the blast.

Kareem sits there on the edge of his bed stunned, watching as more messages roll in.
You’re lucky to be arrive.

Alive, alive - damn auto carrot!

You were on stand-by when the bomb went off.

Stand-by for what?
Kareem is unable to recall even the most basic details from yesterday.
Vets for Freedom March.

They gathered at Battery Park.

Kareem types two words in response, his fingers moving somewhat autonomously as his mind struggles to grasp the past.
Battery Park?
Yeah. Remember?

No.
What a fucking mess.

Forty seven dead.

Over six hundred injured.

And you, you dumb fuck!

Me?
You were thrown across the road by the blast.

Wrong place. Wrong time, dude.

Wouldn’t stay in the hospital overnight.

You kept saying you were fine.

Kareem sits there watching the messages flicker by, hoping they’ll trigger something in his memory, but his mind is blank.
You didn’t want to take up an extra bed.

You goddamn martyr. Ha ha!

Kareem remembers the blast by Central Park, the blast he’s been waiting to hear about on the news, the one at the museum. He can’t understand why the media’s only covering the blast in Battery Park.
What about the museum?
How many casualties?
Museum???

Yeah, M of Natural History
By Central Park.
There’s no reply. Deb has lightning-fast fingers when it comes to working with her smartphone so a few seconds feels like an eternity. Finally, a response appears on Kareem’s phone.
There’s only been one attack

Only one?
At Battery Park.

But Kareem remembers the attack at the museum vividly—the broad stairs leading up to the entrance, tall marble columns supporting the portico, a banner hanging from the ceiling inside, celebrating the lives of American explorers.
Are you OK?

Do you want me to come over?

He shakes his head, not that she can see that.
I’m fine
How about breakfast at O’Malley’s?

Not hungry
Will come for intravenous coffee
Ha ha. Good man. c u at 9

Okay
Kareem drops his mobile phone on the bed next to him. His recollection of the blast at the museum is surprisingly clear and yet it comes in fragments, almost like waves at the beach. He must have been there, but Deb is describing a different attack, the one on the news. Kareem is confused.
Closing his eyes, he allows memories to bubble to the forefront of his mind, picturing what happened. He crossed from Central Park. He’s jaywalking, never a smart thing to do in New York. Is that when he was hit by a car? Deb said he was caught in the blast at Battery Park but his mind still associates his injuries with a vehicle accident. He can’t shake the feeling he’s been hit by one of the yellow cabs racing through the city.
A delivery van was parked outside the museum, he remembers that detail with astonishing clarity. He made eye contact with the driver as he crossed the road.
That face!
Kareem’s eyes open, catching the same face on the TV screen in front of him. He saw the guy from the police artist sketch, he’s sure of it, only the cheeks were slightly narrower and the nose was more square—but the eyes, they’re identical. He saw one of the bombers.
“Police are urging anyone with any information on the identity or whereabouts of either of these men to come forward—they’re considered armed and dangerous and should not be approached. An information hotline have been set up by the NYPD.”
Kareem already has his phone up and is dialing the number on the screen. The call is answered almost immediately, but he’s met with an automated response.
“This is the New York Police Department. You have reached the information hotline for the investigation into the bombing at Battery Park. Please hold, an operator will be with you shortly.”
Acoustic guitar, soft tambourines, a harmonica—the music drifting from his phone attempts to soothe his racing heart.
“Your call is important to us and will be answered by the next available operator.”
“Come on.”
The tune continues to defy his anxiety. Just then, his phone lets out a solitary beep, signaling imminent battery failure. A quick glance at the screen reveals the mystery.
Switching to low power mode.
“Damn!”
Kareem keeps the phone to his ear as he rummages through his dresser looking for the power cord.
“Your call is important to us and may be recorded for training—”
“Just get on with it,” he snaps, finding a cord to recharge his phone and plugging it into the wall. The cord is short, forcing him to crouch next to the power outlet. Kareem is about to switch the phone to speaker when a woman’s voice answers.
“New York Police Department. You’re talking with Officer Kranunski.”
“I saw him,” Kareem blurts out, forgetting about the growing cramp in his left leg. Adrenalin surges through his veins.
“I’m sorry, sir. You’re going to have to be more specific.”
“I saw him. The bomber.”
“Sir, I need to make you aware that the New York Police Department is assisting the FBI investigation into the bombing at Battery Park. Misleading an officer investigating this incident is a federal offense. Fraudulent reports constitute a serious crime and may be punishable by fines of up to ten thousand dollars and a prison term of up to five years. Do you understand this?”
“Yes, yes. I saw him before the bombing. The one on the right, on the TV, he was driving a delivery truck. The old sort, with a box cabin and a big sliding door.”
“What can you tell me about the van? Did you see the license plate?”
“No.”
But this is good. Talking with the police officer helps Kareem to recall more detail.
“Was there anything unusual about the van? Perhaps a bumper sticker, scratches on the paintwork or a distinct dent?”
“The logo was crooked.” Kareem is excited. He’s remembering. He can see the logo in his mind’s eye.
“What kind of logo?” the officer asks. “Is this a Fed-Ex truck or UPS?”
“No.” Kareem is confident. “It looked like a UPS truck—with a copper logo set on a dark brown background—but wasn’t UPS. The initials were...”
The officer waits. Kareem relaxes. The letters are right there, begging to be spoken aloud. He’s on the verge of remembering and suddenly it comes to him like a wave rolling over the rocks at the beach.
“HSF.”
“HSF?” Officer Kranunski replies. “You’re sure those were the letters?”
“Yes. I remember it clearly.”
“Do you remember what time you saw this truck? Had you looked at your phone recently, or seen the time on the clock?”
“Yes, there was a clock above the entrance, an old clock with big arms.”
“What was the time on the clock?” the officer asks.
Kareem can picture the arms of the clock. He can see the angle they form.
“Just after 8:30, maybe 8:33.”
He’s trying to be helpful, not sure which details are important to the police.
“OK,” Officer Kranunski replies. “So this is just over three hours before the blast.”
“Oh, no. The explosion happened just a few minutes later.”
There’s silence on the other end of the phone.
“How sure are you about the time you saw?” the officer asks.
“Positive,” Kareem replies. “I could see the clock in the entrance to the museum, right behind the truck.”
“Museum?”
“Yes, the American Museum of Natural History.”
American never sounds quite right when Kareem says the word. Being of Egyptian descent, Kareem tends to articulate his words rather than slur them and so American never sounds American to his mind. 
The woman’s voice stiffens.
“Can I confirm that I’m talking with Kareem Hasee Rafid, 12 East 78th Street, apartment 4A?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re calling from your residence?”
“Yes.”
“Please stay where you are.”
“OK,” Kareem replies innocently, hearing noise in the background. There’s some kind of commotion on the other end of the phone but Kareem can’t figure out what. To him, it sounds as though the officer is in the middle of a busy office. How did she get his name and address so quickly? The police must have some kind of database. Isn’t that an invasion of privacy? He’s about to ask her about it when she says, “A police officer will be over to talk to you shortly.”
“Fuck!”
Kareem didn’t mean to swear aloud, but he can’t help himself. There was something unusually formal in the officer’s tone of voice. The way she articulated her last sentence suggested things have escalated. He can hear her getting someone’s attention, she must have her hand over the microphone instead of using mute as there’s muffled speech before she speaks again with deft clarity.
“Can you describe the bomb?”
Kareem understands precisely what’s happening. Officer Kranunski thinks she has one of the bombers on the line.
“What time is it set to go off?”
Kareem is silent.
“Is it easily recognizable? Did you carry it there yourself? What does it look like?”
Kareem notices she no longer refers to the bomb directly, softening her language and referring only to ‘it.’
“Is there anyone else there with you?”
Kareem panics. He jumps up, leaving the phone sitting on the floor. Officer Kranunski is still asking questions, but he can’t make out the words, just a mumble of sounds. He creeps out of his apartment, shutting the door quietly behind him.




The Museum
Kareem jogs down the block, crosses the road and runs into Central Park. He’s not sure what the time is, but it was just after eight when he called the police.
Leaves swirl in the autumn breeze, blowing up against the low-lying fences on either side of the path. Joggers run along with ear-buds playing music as they exercise. Kareem sprints past them, failing to pace himself. Various paths wind through the park, following the curves and contours of the land, frustrating his desire to run straight and hard. He runs across a road cutting through the park without looking for traffic.
A steep rise on the far side of the internal road leaves him gasping for breath. Ducks swim calmly on a pond to one side of the path, oblivious to his concern as he runs on. A cyclist rides past and he seriously considers knocking him over and stealing the bike, but the moment passes and the cyclist is gone.
Kareem comes to a t-junction and freaks out. Which way? Lives are in danger. He wants to run straight ahead, straight through the bushes, but that will slow him down.
“Damn!”
He leans forward on his knees for a moment, catching his breath. He doesn’t remember this. He remembers standing across the road from the museum, but he doesn’t remember how he got there.
Kareem looks up at a sign: The Rambles. He’s run into a section of the park intentionally designed to be chaotic and confusing. People must enjoy getting lost in the maze-like paths but he doesn’t. He scans a map on the sign, trying to figure out how to get out onto one of the regular running paths and then sets off again.
A girl jogs past with a dog on a lead.
He calls out, “Which way to Central Park West?”
She’s already well beyond him, but she turns and points on an angle.
“Thanks.”
Kareem jogs on, but he’s lost. He should have reached the other side of Central Park by now. He’s just about to turn around and retrace his steps when a gentle rise leads him up toward the familiar stone wall encircling the park. With renewed vigor, he jogs on, following the slow curve of the path and coming out directly across from the museum.
There’s the delivery van, exactly as he remembers it, parked in front of the steps leading up to the museum entrance. Kareem steps onto the road. Four lanes of traffic whip by in front of him, two lanes in each direction. He looks for an opening, wanting to cross to the middle, but something’s wrong. He didn’t cross here. This isn’t what he remembers. A taxi races past. Someone honks their horn, yelling at him as he stands just beyond the curb.
“Get off the road, ya bum!”
It’s the hotdog stand. He’s on the wrong side.
Kareem runs around the stand. This is better. He remembers this. It’s impossible to time the motion of four lanes of busy traffic but he knows he makes it across the road in one swift motion. He remembers that clearly. Cars and trucks roar past, but in spite of the heavy traffic, he steps out, trusting his memory, timing the first vehicle, knowing there will be an opening behind it.
Brakes squeal, cars skid, horns honk and people yell at him but Kareem never takes his eyes off the terrorist sitting in the front seat of the delivery van.
The terrorist locks eyes with him. The man’s eyes are cold and uncaring. Dark hair covers his jaw. Not a beard, but new growth, a sign he hasn’t shaved in a couple of days.
Kareem knows precisely what’s about to happen. He stands in the middle of the last lane, blocking the street. A taxi honks, wanting him to get off the road, but there’s a gun pointing out of the delivery van window, aimed squarely at his chest. The horn falls silent as the taxi driver realizes what’s happening. In the distance, police sirens break through the autumn chill.
Kareem isn’t afraid. He’s staring down the barrel of a Glock, but he remembers what happens next. Or is it, what happened next? Or what will happen? Crazy thing is, he’s more preoccupied with which tense he should be thinking in than the life-threatening danger in front of him.
The passenger door on the far side of the van opens and a second terrorist jumps in, but Kareem doesn’t get a good look at him. He’s too focused on the gun.
“Drive. Drive!”
The driver lowers the gun, pops the clutch and roars out into the traffic.
Kareem should be shaking, but isn’t. He knew the terrorist wouldn’t fire and he knows what’s coming next. Fragments of his shattered memories creep through into the moment, giving him direction. He has two, maybe three minutes before the bomb detonates. He has to save as many people as he can.
The cab driver comes jogging up beside him, having seen his life being threatened.
“Hey, Buddy. Are you okay?”
Kareem ignores him. He runs up the stairs of the museum, recognizing the bomb beside the entrance, just past the disabled ramp on the side of the building. To anyone else, the bomb looks like a vending machine, but Kareem knows different.
“Get everyone out of here,” he yells, bounding up the stairs two at a time.
A security guard standing by the entrance rests his hand on his holstered gun as he replies, “What is going on?”
“There’s a bomb! You’ve get to get everyone out.”
The guard turns his head to one side, grabbing at a microphone clipped onto the shoulder-board of his drab blue uniform, speaking rapidly into his radio. His other hand unclips the cover of his holster. From his defensive posture, it’s clear the guard considers Kareem an immediate threat. 
Kareem doesn’t have time for this. He leaps up the steps, pumping his arms, accelerating rather than slowing. The guard pulls his gun. Kareem lashes out with his right leg, kicking the revolver from the guard’s hand. The gun flies through the air. Kareem drops his shoulder, colliding with guard and sending him flying backwards, sliding across the polished marble in the entrance way.
The attendant behind the counter raises her hands in surrender. Kareem doesn’t have a gun, but that doesn’t seem to matter. As far as she’s concerned, this is a robbery.
Kareem jumps over the counter and lands beside the young lady. There’s a fire alarm on the wall by the cash register. With a single motion, Kareem punches the alarm, breaking the thin, brittle glass and activating the switch. A high pitched wail sounds throughout the building, pulsating through several frequencies.
The girl stands there stunned. She couldn’t be more than eighteen years old and looks terrified.
The security guard staggers to his feet, clutching at the back of his head. Blood pools on the marble floor behind him.
There’s an intercom. Kareem adjusts the desk-mounted microphone, holding down the large transmit button as he speaks.
“There is a bomb in the foyer. Please leave the museum through the emergency exits to the rear. I repeat, there is a bomb in the building. Please evacuate. This is not a drill.”
The sound of his voice echoes through the museum.
Police cars screech to a halt outside, their sirens blazing.
“Do not panic,” Kareem says into the intercom, getting a little too close to the steel mesh covering the microphone. His voice booms through the vast, lofty entranceway, sounding malicious.
Who is he kidding? He should be telling them to run like hell. His Egyptian accent has probably scared everyone half-to-death. If there’s one way to get people to take a bomb threat seriously it’s to speak English with a Middle Eastern accent, and from the fleeting glimpses he gets of people scrambling for cover on the mezzanine floor, the message seems to be getting through.
The attendant is still standing beside him with her hands raised. Tears stream down her cheeks, causing her mascara to run. She’s shaking.
“Please, don’t hurt me.” The poor girl is in a state of shock. As a paramedic, Kareem’s seen this before, but normally due to some kind of physical injury. Her mind isn’t processing information properly. His message over the intercom hasn’t registered with her. 
“Run!”
She just stands there.
“Run!” he repeats, stamping his foot in front of her and waving his arms, making as though he’s going to push her over. Kareem never touches her, but his jarring motion is enough to break through the shock. She turns and runs.
Kareem vaults back over the counter and into the foyer. The security guard is barely able to stand. He leans forward on his knees. Blood drips from the back of his head, marking where he struck the marble floor.
How much longer is there before the blast? As far as Kareem can remember, there are mere seconds left, not minutes. Out on the street, police officers crouch behind vehicles or lean over the hood of their cars with guns drawn.
“Kareem Hasee Rafid,” a bullhorn screams over the sound of the alarm. “Come out with your hands raised above your head.”
Kareem looks at the vending machine and then at the guard. He can’t remember what happens next. He knows he survives, or at least he thinks he does. But did he survive because he bolted out of the museum? Should he risk his life to save the guard?
The guard shuffles over, bracing himself against the counter, trying to prevent himself from collapsing back to the floor. Kareem never intended to hurt him, only to overpower him and warn visitors within the museum. He can’t leave him. Being a paramedic, he can’t turn his back on the man, regardless of how much his instinct for self-preservation demands otherwise.
He grabs the security guard, hoisting the man’s arm over his shoulder.
The guard is disoriented. He’s suffered a major concussion. His uncoordinated stagger and slurred speech indicate brain trauma.
“I need to... have to. I should,” the guard mumbles as Kareem drags him down the stairs toward the police. Even in his groggy state, the guard wants to help others. Kareem understands that selfless drive. The guard doesn’t recognize him.
The police officers keep their guns trained on Kareem as he hurries down the broad concrete steps with the guard leaning on him. The officers are shouting at Kareem, waving at him, wanting him to stop where he is, but he can’t. Kareem knows what comes next. He remembers. He has to get as far down the steps as he can to make sure he and the guard are below the blast wave.
Kareem’s memory comes in fragments—tiny packets. There are times, like when he was running through the park, where he barely remembers anything at all. But as he drags the guard down those stairs, Kareem remembers precisely what happens next. He knows exactly which step his foot will touch when the bomb explodes. The blast might take everyone else by surprise, but Kareem is ready for the wall of superheated air that throws him into the side of a police car some twenty feet away.
Most of the blast is directed through the foyer, coming out level with the top of the stairs, sparing Kareem and the guard. The deafening boom shakes his bones. Rocks and dust billow through the air. Surprisingly, those slightly further away from the stairs are worse off as they’re sprayed with shrapnel. Kareem and the guard are in a dead patch, partially sheltered from the blast by the fall of the stairs.
Cars rock with the shockwave as it reverberates out. Several pedestrians over by Central Park are knocked off their feet. Tiny shards of plastic and bits of torn metal pelt the police cars along with the trees lining the avenue. Smoke billows through the air. A dark mushroom cloud rises into the sky.
At first, the aftermath of the blast is strangely silent, but Kareem’s hearing has cut out, being replaced with an incessant ringing in his ears. Slowly, the screaming around him becomes apparent. Kareem helps the security guard, leaning him against a car door peppered with tiny bits of metal.
“Stay here.”
Although he thinks he’s speaking normally, it suddenly becomes apparent he’s yelling. The noises around him are muted and dull. The guard nods.
Several ambulances pull up from both directions. Paramedics begin tending to the wounded. A few more police cars arrive and the officers begin administering first-aid to the victims of the blast, tending to bystanders and fallen police officers. Kareem slips quietly back into Central Park.




The Future
“Oh, my God,” Deb says, sliding into the booth next to him. “Are you OK?”
Kareem is shaking. Using two hands, he raised a coffee cup to his lips, struggling to sip at the dark fluid. He puts the cup down, spilling coffee on the table within the cramped diner just off Central Park.
“What happened to you?”
His eyes dart around the inside of O’Malley’s coffee house. Following the blast at the museum, barely three blocks away, the streets have cleared. Most of the customers have left, but an elderly couple sit by the door, apparently oblivious to what just happened. Police cars, fire engines and ambulances rush past, but the couple don’t seem to notice. They laugh and chat loudly as they eat breakfast together. Oh, to have not a care in the world. Kareem stares at them in a daze.
“Hey? Kareem?”
He blinks. He didn’t even notice Deb walk into the restaurant. The plush, leather seats are soft and comfortable, while the restaurant is warm, soothing his aches. When he first wandered in, the waitress asked him if he knew what had happened, so he told her about the blast at the museum. She could see he was shaken and gave him a cup of coffee on the house.
Deb puts her arm around his shoulders. She runs her fingers through his hair, moving down from the long locks into the freshly-shaved hair on the side of his head, looking at the stitches.
“They did a good job, but you look like Frankenstein.”
Kareem still hasn’t spoken. He turns to her, trying not to cry.
“Hey, it’s OK,” she says, hugging him. “You’re safe.”
Deb expresses herself through touch. When Kareem first joined her crew he thought she was coming on to him, but it was just her way of communicating. Deb comes from an Italian background. Well, as Italian as a fourth-generation Italian American can be. Kareem doubts she’s ever actually been to Italy. Although her intent is cultural and supportive, he can’t help interpret her kindness as something more.
She sits back, and for a moment he feels robbed of an emotional connection he missed growing up in a deeply religious family where hugs were more of a compulsion than for comfort, but she runs her hand along his forearm, gently stroking the hair on his wrist.
“Talk to me,” she says. Her dark hair has been pulled back into a ponytail, and although she’s known to bemoan her plain looks, Kareem thinks she’s beautiful. Physically, he feels as though he’s died and gone to hell, and yet some dark angel has come to rescue him.
“They ... They think I did it.”
“What?” she asks. “The bombing?”
Kareem nods. For a moment, he wonders if she’s going to ask him if he played any part in the terrorist attacks, but Deb is kind. They’ve worked together for eighteen months. Pulling injured people from the crushed remains of cars and resuscitating junkies on the bitter cold pavement has forged a bond between them. There’s something about the raw, unscripted pain they see on a daily basis that demands camaraderie. Such bonds are the only response to the carnage they’ve seen. Without them, Kareem would have gone mad. There’s only so much blood and gore he can deal with on his own. In some ways, he wonders if Deb’s desire for touch is her way of dealing with the anguish, her way of connecting to reality. For her, touch is soothing.
Kareem breaths deeply, sighing, thankful she doesn’t need any kind of justification or alibi from him. It feels good to be instinctively trusted by her.
Deb sniffs at his sweater, smelling smoke in his clothes.
“You were there. This morning. You were at the museum.”
Her words are an observation, not judgment. Kareem nods. Deb is silent, giving him time to compose his thoughts.
“I remembered the attack, Deb. I don’t know how, but I remembered it before it happened. I know it sounds absurd, and I don’t know that I’d call it déjà vu, but I remembered it like I remember going to Florida last year on vacation.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Deb replies, but there’s kindness in her words. From her tone of voice, he realizes she’s recalling their text messages. Kareem mentioned the blast before it happened. “So you remember the future—not the past.”
“Yeah. I guess,” Kareem says. “Believe me, I know how crazy this sounds.”
He pauses, turning toward her and looking deep into her eyes.
“I can’t explain it. I can’t control it. I just remember stuff before it happens.”
Deb is quiet. Her eyes drop and he wonders if she’s having a hard time accepting this. If he was in her place, he’d think she was crazy.
“I remember the blast like I remember what I had for lunch yesterday—only I can’t actually remember yesterday.”
Deb purses her lips. She’s on the verge of saying something but she keeps her thoughts to herself.
“I can prove it.” He points at a couple of television screens set above the serving area. One shows news coverage of the bombing, the other is an in-restaurant feed, scrolling through menu items. At the bottom of the screen is a banner revealing the latest instant lottery results.
“Have you got a pen?”
Deb rummages around in her purse and pulls out a pen, grabbing a napkin from the table.
Kareem closes his eyes. He waits for a moment, clearing his mind, wanting to move past the anxiety welling up inside. Trying to remember a specific event is next to impossible, as the thought flees just as he reaches for it. Memories drift by on the edge of his mind, slightly out of reach. He relaxes, letting thoughts come freely, coaxing them into the present. When he stops thinking about it, the process becomes easy. After all, he doesn’t have to actually do anything other than remember what has already happened. There’s no pressure on him. That’s the strange thing about remembering. There really is nothing to it. If it’s in his head, he can recall it. There’s no magic, no slight of hand. The harder he tries, the more elusive those fragile thoughts become, but with a clear mind, memories drifted gently to the surface like bubbles escaping from beneath the sea.
“Write down... 20 ... 4 ... 56 ... 17 ... 36 and the Powerball will be a 5.”
Kareem opens his eyes and watches as the fifteen minute lottery cycle ticks over from one draw to the next. Slowly the numbers 20, 4, 56, 17, 36 and 5 scroll along the bottom of the screen.
“OK, that’s just creepy,” Deb says, looking at the numbers on the napkin and comparing them with the screen. “Is this some kind of trick?”
Kareem laughs. “I wish it was.”
It feels good to laugh. All the pent up emotion melts away. Sitting there with her, life is simple. For a moment, he can forget about the insanity of the morning.
“You knew that ahead of time?” she says, not really asking a question, more making a statement of curiosity. She looks at him sideways with her beautiful brown eyes. He’s never told her what he thinks of her. One day he hopes he’ll have the courage to talk with her in something other than a professional capacity and tell her how wonderful she is. To him, her beauty is more than physical, it’s a combination of looks, intelligence, character, wit and a playfulness.
“I remembered that. I’ve always had kind of a photographic memory, always been good with names, maps, phone numbers and addresses.”
“But you can’t remember something that hasn’t happened.”
“I thought so too, until today.”
“So, this isn’t some party trick?”
“Deb,” he says. “This is your lucky day: 4, 17, 22, 33 and the powerball will be a 7 ... no an 8.”
Deb scrawls the additional numbers further down her napkin.
“Go,” he says. “Get a ticket!”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“I dunno,” she replies sheepishly, “It feels like cheating.”
“Maybe it is,” he says. “But who cares?”
Deb scoots sideways, pulling herself out of the booth.
“You know I don’t gamble.”
Kareem shrugs his shoulders. Whether she does or doesn’t makes no difference to him.
“Gambling is a tax on our hopes and dreams,” she adds.
“Sometimes dreams come true,” he replies.
“If you’re yanking my chain, I’m going to be pissed.”
Kareem just smiles.
She continues with, “If this is all some set up to make me look like a fool.” But Deb’s smiling. She wants to believe him, and with the impetuous nature he’s come to love in her, she switches subjects and adds, “Do you want more coffee?”
“I’m good,” he replies, laughing at the way she flips seamlessly between thoughts, accepting and trusting him on one hand, while asking after him on the other.
Deb walks over to the waiter behind the counter and places her bet. With all he’s going through, it feels good to think she’ll get something positive out of this. She turns and looks over toward him, pointing at something in the display cabinet and mouthing the word, “Cake?”
He waves no, but she brings back two slices anyway. Instead of slipping in beside him as she previously had, she sits opposite him in the booth. From her body language, he can see she wants to look him square in the eye. For Deb, eye contact must be as important as touch. He feels as though she can look past his eyes and down into the depths of his soul.
“Chocolate mud cake,” she says, just as he’s expecting her to say something deeply profound. He grins. He knows exactly what the cake is as it’s obvious to see, but she has a childlike innocence to her excitement at something as simple as a moist slice of cake.
The waitress comes over with her coffee.
“Thanks,” she says, smiling as the waitress puts the cup before her.
Kareem takes a bite of cake. An obligatory, “Mmmm,” seems in order.
“So, how does it work? Did you remember that?”
“What?”
“The cake? Did you know I’d bring some over anyway?”
“No, it’s funny,” he replies, sipping the remnants of his cold coffee. “Some memories flash up out of nowhere, others hide in the background, and some just aren’t there at all. Sometimes, there’s nothing to remember.”
“You took one hell of a knock to the head yesterday,” she says, talking with her mouth full. “You think that caused it?”
“I don’t know. That’s the strange thing. I remember today, but not yesterday. I have no idea what happened to me or how I got home.”
“You were over by the stage at Battery Park,” she says. “Taking the early shift. I was supposed to replace you after lunch, but that plan went out the door pretty quick.
“The blast happened about 11:30, just as the vets were preparing their march. I heard about it on the news before I got the call. I was already halfway to the hospital when I got a text calling me in. At first, I assumed you were one of the early responders. It never occurred to me that you might have been caught in the blast.”
Kareem is fascinated. Deb is recalling details in much the same way he remembers the future. There’s no stress or strain, her mind retrieves the information she needs as she walks herself through the sequence of events. She remembers the bombing just as he does, only she remembers the past, while he remembers the future.
“It took about eight hours before we cleared the site. I was clocking off outside ER when I saw you wandering along one of the halls. You were in a daze, pushing an IV on a stand with a bandage wrapped around your head. You were lost. You said you were trying to find the main entrance to get out of there. When I couldn’t talk you into staying, I hailed a cab and gave the driver fifty bucks.”
Kareem devours his slice of cake. He hasn’t had breakfast, and after running through the park, he’s famished. Listening to Deb speak is like listening to someone tell a story about someone else. He can’t relate to anything she’s describing.
One of the customers approaches the waitress, asking her to turn up the television. Kareem and Deb watch a news bulletin on the bombing at the museum.
“—our reporter on the scene, Naomi Polling.”
“There’s chaos here, John. At this point, the death-toll stands at twelve, but the police have warned this figure is likely to be revised upwards once they gain access to the upper floors of the museum.
“As you can see behind me, the fire department is struggling to contain the blaze that erupted following the bombing. From what the fire chief is saying, the mezzanine level has collapsed, along with sections of the second floor.”
“Oh, Kareem,” Deb says, reaching out and holding onto his hand as they watch the television.
The reporter continues. “Amateur footage of the blast shows one of the terrorists entering the foyer moments before the explosion. Although the footage is grainy, you can see him disarming the guard.”
“Tell me that isn’t you?” Deb whispers.
Kareem’s silent. How many Arabic men are running around New York City wearing blue shorts and a red t-shirt in autumn? How can he possibly explain this to her? His actions seem crazy even to him.
The image switches to a police officer standing in the park opposite the museum, speaking to a phalanx of cameras and reporters. “We’re seeing a growing level of sophistication in these attacks. In Seattle and Chicago, the bombings were isolated incidents. Here, though, the perpetrators have mounted a second attack within 24 hours, which suggests a level of planning and coordination we haven’t witnessed before.”
A barrage of questions erupt from reporters, but the senior officer, with his formal parade dress and silver-grey hair holds out his hands, imploring them to let him speak.
“The attack on the museum may not be by the same group, as the method of operation is unlike anything we’ve seen elsewhere. This is the first time a member of the terrorist cell has remained on the scene to ensure the detonation of the device.”
Again, questions burst forth from the media pack. Most of them are calling for leads and suspects.
“We have identified one of the bombers,” the officer continues. “A bomb threat was phoned through to our investigation hotline this morning by one of the cell members, identified as Kareem Hasee Rafid.”
Deb gasps. Kareem struggles to swallow the lump in his throat as the photo on his driver’s license appears on the screen.
“So,” one of the reporters yells over the media cacophony, “you had advance warning?”
“I wouldn’t call it a warning so much as setting a trap,” the officer replies. “We were given just enough information to ensure we arrived on the scene at the point the detonation occurred. Seven officers were caught in the blast. Three of them are in a critical condition in hospital. Make no mistake. The New York Police Department, in association with the FBI, will hunt down these terrorists and bring them to justice.”
Deb turns to Kareem. Her eyes go wide in alarm.
Kareem can’t look at her. His hands are shaking. He can barely speak. His lips twitch and quiver with emotion.
“I didn’t do it,” he says softly, desperate to get those few words out.
Deb is silent. Warm fingers rest on the back of his hand, running gently over the cuts and scrapes. Time is fluid. Seconds pass like hours.
“I believe you. I believe you because I’ve worked with you. I know you. I know you could never do something like this. But I don’t understand how you could have known about the attack before it happened?”
“Me neither.”
His lips tremble. Tears well up in his eyes.
“Kareem, if you’re somehow mixed up in all this, you’ve got to come forward to the authorities. If you know something, anything... Running will only make things worse.”
He squeezes her fingers.
“It’s not that I know anything, it’s that I remember. It’s crazy. How can I remember something that hasn’t happened? I—I don’t know. I have no explanation—only that I do. No one told me. I didn’t overhear anything. I was there when it happened, and then I was there again. It’s... I’m going mad.”
Kareem holds his hands out, gesturing for help, pleading with her. “I—I can’t change it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I thought if I could get there, I could stop them—stop the bomb, or at least prevent people dying, but I can’t. I can see the future, but I can’t change it.”
Deb’s voice breaks as she speaks. “How many?”
Like Kareem, she’s struggling under the emotional weight of all they’re dealing with, but he knows what she’s asking. What was the body count from the museum?
“Fifteen. Most of them were in the gift shop.”
Fifteen sounds cold. It’s a intangible, just a number, not a true representation of life. Fifteen doesn’t do justice to the loss. Fifteen cheapens the tragedy.
“What are you going to do?” From across the table, she squeezes his fingers. Concern carries in her voice. “You have to give yourself up, turn yourself in, try to explain all this.”
“I can’t.”
“You have to. You’ve got to clear your name.”
“My father.” A bitter laughter crosses his lips. “My father was a member of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. How long do you think it will take the media to figure that out?”
Deb is silent, allowing him to go on.
“That was twenty years ago, before he brought us to America, but that won’t matter. They’ll make it sound like it was yesterday. They’ll frame me—frame my brother—defame our family. They don’t want the truth—just a scapegoat.”
Kareem watches as Deb’s lips tighten. Her face hardens.
He asks, “Do you really think I’ll get a fair trial? Do you think they’ll believe I just remembered today? Hah. I’m not sure even I believe that anymore.”
“You can’t run,” Deb says softly. “You’ll only inflame the situation. You’ve got to tell them something, anything. I’ll stand by you. I’ll tell them how you’ve served this community over the past year and a half.”
Kareem says, “You really think that will make a difference in the court of public opinion?” His arms go wide. “Look at me. I’m a twenty-eight year old Muslim man. I’m the archetype of a terrorist. No one’s going to believe any different.”
“You have to give yourself up,” she pleads, taking pains not to raise her voice.
“I can’t,” he replies coldly. “Not while there’s another bomb out there.”
Her face seems to drain of blood. Her cheeks, normally so rosy, become gaunt and pale. Deb’s fingers fall from his hands. Whether he let go or she pulled back is unclear, but the separation feels ominous to both of them.
“I have one more bomb to stop.”
“But you can’t stop it,” Deb protests. “You said so yourself, nothing changes!”
“I have to try.”
“Why? What’s the point?”
“I can’t stand by knowing innocent people will die.” Kareem tries to hide his trembling hands. He wants to pull them beneath the table, but that would be too obvious. Deb fidgets, playing with a packet of sugar, subconsciously rolling her fingers over the granules trapped beneath a thin sheet of paper.
“The police. They think you’re one of them—one of the terrorists. If they find you, they’ll kill you.”
“I have to try,” he says. “This time, it’s different. This time, I don’t remember the bomb going off.”
She sits back in the booth, straightening her shoulders. There’s trepidation in her voice. “Where is it?”
“Midtown police station, just off 66th.”
Deb raises her hand to her mouth. “Rachel! My sister Rachel works there. She’s a detective with the narcotics squad... I have to warn her.”
Kareem is silent.
“But you don’t remember, do you? This time, you don’t remember what happens. But that doesn’t mean the bomb doesn’t go off...”
Kareem purses his lips, shaking his head softly. Deb comes to the same conclusion he has time and again.
“You die.”
From around the diner, customers and waiters look over at them, hearing the rising swell of voices from their corner booth. “You die, don’t you? That’s why you don’t remember that bomb exploding.”
Kareem feels his downturned lips trembling, quivering as he nods. He can’t make eye contact. His eyes cast down at his empty plate. There are crumbs, a crumpled napkin and a dirty fork along with chocolate icing smeared on the rim. A dirty plate seems so normal, so innocuous, but this is the remnants of the last meal he’ll ever eat.
“Why you? Why do you have to do this? Why do you have to try? If you’ve seen or remembered or whatever, why do you have to be the one to risk your life? Why can’t you just tell the police what you know? I could tell Rachel. She’ll believe me.”
“She’ll think you’re crazy,” he mutters under his breath, glancing sideways to see if anyone’s watching them. No one is, they’ve all returned to their own sideshow dramas.
“But why you?” Deb pleads.
Kareem holds her hand, running his fingers over her wrist. “Because there’s no one else. Because tens of thousands of people will die if I don’t try.”
“I ... I don’t understand.”
“All this,” he replies, gesturing around him. “Battery Park, the museum. This isn’t the attack they’ve been planning. The real attack is still to come. Everything we’ve seen so far, all that is just a diversion, a distraction, something to get the police chasing their tails while the real attack comes as a knockout blow.
“The real attack is in the form of a dirty bomb, something that will shower New York with radioactive debris.”
“So tell the police,” she replies, looking deep into his eyes. “Tell them about the bombers!”
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
“I’ve only ever seen one of the bombers,” he replies, pausing for a moment. “And I’m pretty sure he’s a police officer.”




The Police
Kareem sits on a park bench across from the police station. Birds flitter in the trees. A cool breeze stirs the autumn leaves, blowing them across the concrete path. Fiery red and yellow leaves have piled up against the various low-lying fences lining the walkways.
A squirrel darts across the grass and up the side of an old oak tree. A young girl plays on a swing. Her mother sits to one side, looking at something on her cellphone.
Kareem watches as people come and go from the police station, climbing the steep steps. A couple of police officers lean on the side of a patrol car, sipping coffee to ward off the cold. He wonders what they are talking about. Laughter floats on the breeze.
Kareem can’t remember. As much as he tries, he can’t remember how he gets into the police station, only that he does. For someone with a near photographic memory and the ability to recall license plates and stock tickers, he’s never been good with mundane things. Whether it’s lost keys, a wallet, his phone or a pair of scissors, he’s never been able to remember where he left things, and trying only makes it worse. For Kareem, the police station is the same. No amount of stress or strain allows him to recall that fragile memory. Time is running out. Maybe Deb’s right. Maybe he’s trying too hard, demanding too much of himself. Maybe he has to stop trying to do this alone and just approach the police. Give himself up. Explain everything.
“Do you think he’s hungry?” a soft voice asks.
Kareem didn’t notice the young girl standing in front of him in her fluffy red jacket. She’s wandered over from the swings. It takes him a second to realize who she’s talking about.
“The squirrel?” he asks, pointing at the tiny creature halfway up the trunk of the tree. A bushy tail shakes and flutters with each skitter. It’s as though the bushy fur has a mind of its own, being dragged along by the tiny animal as it claws at the bark, slowly scurrying higher.
The girl holds out a squashed sandwich.
“Do you think he’ll take food out of my hand?”
Kareem smiles. “There’s only one way to find out. You have to try.”
“Suzie!” the mother calls out, getting up from her park bench and rushing over to her daughter. The young girl looks back at her mother, surprised by her sense of panic. “You know you’re not supposed to talk to strangers.”
“But he’s a nice man,” Suzie replies as her mother grabs her briskly by the arm. The mother fakes a smile for Kareem, raising her eyebrows as if to convey something along the lines of, ‘you understand, right?’ Oh, Kareem understands. He’s always been the Big Bad Wolf. He lifts one hand, trying to smile back and appear friendly. The truth is, he’s a mess. He’s seen his reflection in various shop windows while walking down to the police station. His hair is tousled, with one side shaved close to the scalp. Patches of dirt stain his face. He must look like a bum to her with his ripped shirt and filthy shorts.
Kareem can’t blame her for wanting to protect her daughter. He wants to yell something after her, to tell her to get as far away from the city as she can, but the idea of instilling fear in someone feels wrong. How far is far enough? She wouldn’t believe him anyway. She’d think he was crazy, and she’s leaving so he lets her leave in peace. Young Suzie looks back. Kareem waves and smiles.
He watches as Suzie and her mother disappear through the trees, following the path to the far side of the park.
“Go,” he says quietly, wishing them well.
A police officer walks past, glancing at him, and Kareem expects the worst, but the officer walks on, cutting through the park to get to the police station. He stops and chats with the two officers leaning against their patrol car.
Memories drift by like clouds in the sky. The more he tries, the less he remembers, but Suzie has been a welcome distraction, allowing his mind to process thoughts and memories of events that haven’t yet transpired. In the quiet, glimpses of the next few minutes swell within his mind. Kareem has a growing awareness of what is about to happen.
He gets up and walks out of the park. Without looking for traffic, he jogs across the road and up the steps of the police station, determined not to delay any longer. If he doesn’t act now, he knows he never will. Time is running out.
The inside of the police station is sparse. Worn linoleum lines the floor, curling half a foot up the walls. Posters adorn the walls. Everyone is wanted. Wanted by the FBI, wanted by the police, or missing and wanted by their families.
The foyer ends with a counter protected by bulletproof glass roughly an inch and a half thick. To one side, a door made from quarter-inch steel plate blocks access to the rest of the station, with a coded keypad for a lock.
There’s no one at reception.
Kareem looks around before pushing the call button, trying to see if there’s someone off to one side in the adjacent office behind the bulletproof glass, but he’s alone in the reception area.
It takes the best part of a minute before a police officer walks casually into the tiny office on the other side of the bulletproof glass.
“Can I help you?” a young woman asks. Her uniform is smart, crisp, and neatly ironed. Her blonde hair has been pulled back into a bun, with each individual strand somehow held meticulously in place. The thick black leather belt hanging from her hips looks absurdly large on her tiny frame. A gun rests on one side, a taser on the other. She looks at Kareem with disdain. Given her appearance and the contrast to his disheveled look, he can understand why.
“Kareem Hasee Rafid,” he says.
Kareem hasn’t thought too much about how he should surrender, or what he should say. He’s never done anything like this before and isn’t sure what’s appropriate. Should he just come out and say, I surrender? Should he ask to speak to a lawyer? He certainly doesn’t want to suggest he’s one of the bombers—as he isn’t. Will the act of giving himself up be misconstrued as an admission of guilt?
“Do you have information relating to the whereabouts of Kareem Hasee Rafid?” the officer asks, pulling out a electronic pad and a digital pen. Her eyes glance down at the electronic form as she fills in the date and time.
“I am Kareem Hasee Rafid.”
Kareem smiles softly, weakly.
Her neck snaps back, while her eyes open wide. With one hand, she presses a button hidden just out of sight beneath the bench. In a swift motion, the officer draws her gun, pointing it at him. That she’s on the other side of a sheet of bulletproof glass hasn’t registered in her thinking.
Kareem raises his hands, saying, “I’m here to surrender.”
The officer steps back away from the counter, keeping her gun trained on him. She speaks into a microphone slung over her shoulder.
There are cameras in both corners of the foyer, their lenses obscured by black, glassy domes, but Kareem has no doubt he’s being watched.
He steps back, keeping his hands raised, looking up at one of the cameras, wondering how they see him, no doubt imagining him as Satan incarnate. Boots pound down a hallway somewhere beyond the steel door.
A male police officer runs into the office with the woman, madly yelling into a radio microphone slung over his shoulder.
The heavy metal door leading to the reception area flies open, slamming into the wall. Three police officers burst through into the foyer with their guns drawn, shouting at Kareem, but he’s already on his knees, trying to make himself as small and unthreatening as possible. He locks his fingers together behind his head.
“Get down on the ground!” one of the officers yells.
“Show me your hands,” another yells.
“What’s under your shirt?” the third yells.
Kareem isn’t sure who he should respond to so he remains still, not daring to breathe.
One of the officers darts around behind him, out of his peripheral vision, but Kareem knows he’s there, probably with his gun trained on the back of his head.
“Search him,” the officer in the doorway yells.
An officer steps in front of Kareem. With his gun pointed square at Kareem’s chest, he stabs at Kareem’s loose shirt with his free hand, tentatively patting him down. The officer frisks him with one hand. The gun in his other hand is perilously close. The slightest twitch and it will go off. The officer slaps around beneath Kareem’s shirt, up under his armpits and down his side, checking his hips and the inside of his thighs.
“Clear,” he calls out. “No bomb. No gun. No knife.”
“On the ground,” is yelled at him from behind.
Before Kareem can respond, a boot strikes him in the center of his back, knocking him forward on his face. He breaks his fall with his hands only to have one of his arms jerked violently up into the small of his back. A handcuff closes around his wrist, the cold steel presses hard against his skin. Seconds later, his other hand is wrenched back into the cuffs.
“Kareem Hasee Rafid,” the voice behind him says, speaking rapidly and with absolute authority, reciting his Miranda rights by rote. “You are under arrest for the terrorist incident at Battery Park and the bombing of the Museum of Natural History. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking to police, and to have an attorney present during questioning, both now and in the future. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed to you by the court. If you decide to answer any questions now, without an attorney present, you will still have the right to stop answering at any time until you have consulted with an attorney. Do you understand what I have told you?”
From where he is, lying on the floor with a police officer perched on his back, pressing a knee hard into his back, he manages a “Yes.”
“Knowing and understanding these rights, as I have explained them to you, are you willing to answer my questions without an attorney present?”
“Yes.”
“Why did you come here?” the officer asks. The pitch and rhythm of his speech changes. For the first time, he sounds like a real person—not a recording.
“To warn you about a bomb.”
“Where is the bomb?” one of the officers asks. Kareem’s head is twisted to one side. He can see the female police officer he originally spoke to. She’s come through the door and has her gun trained on him as he lies on the floor. Radios squawk and chatter in the background.
“Please,” Kareem says. “You’ve got to believe me. There is a bomb in the building.”
“In this building?” the male officer behind him asks. “In the police station?”
“Yes.”
“What does it look like?” the woman asks. “When is it set to go off?”
“I don’t know,” Kareem replies. “I don’t remember when.”
“What do you mean, you don’t—”
“Get him the fuck out of here,” another police officer yells, interrupting the first officer. “Harris is on his way. He doesn’t want anyone muddying testimony. Throw him in an interrogation room.”
“In here? With a bomb threat in play?” the female office asks.
“He’s lying. How could anyone get a bomb into a police station?”
“If there is a bomb, it’ll bury him for us.”
Kareem is dragged off the ground with a surprising amount of force. It takes a second before he realizes he’s being lifted by two officers, one grabbing each arm and shoulder.
“You’ve got to get out of here,” Kareem yells as he’s man-handled him through the door. “Evacuate the building! Clear the block! There’s a bomb—a dirty bomb.”
His feet shuffle as he’s thrust on. Dozens of police officers sit at desks throughout the open plan floor. They watch with a surprising degree of indifference.
“It’s a radiation bomb, you have to believe me.”
Suddenly, a boot catches his foot from behind and he trips. Neither of the officers hold on, they both let go and Kareem crashes to the floor unable to break his fall with his arms. He lands heavily on one shoulder, knocking his head against the side of a desk. Blood drips from a fresh cut to his forehead.
“Hey, are you okay?” one of the officers asks with sarcasm oozing from his words. He drags Kareem back to his feet.
“You be careful now,” the other says, shoving him in the back and pushing him on. “You seem a bit clumsy. We wouldn’t want you to get hurt while in custody.”
A couple of police officers seated nearby laugh.
Kareem feels dizzy and struggles not to vomit. He’s nauseous, disoriented by the sharp blow to his head.
An alarm sounds. The room swings around him. Police officers leave their desks, walking calmly to the exits as Kareem is pushed on.
“There’s no way out for you, buddy. We’re gonna save the court some paperwork.”
The officers shove Kareem down a narrow corridor, turning one way and then another. He’s confused by the rush of walls and doors and windows. His head is spinning. He has no idea where he is within the building. His sense of spatial awareness has been thrown out of kilter by the knock to his head. Vertigo sweeps over him and he vomits. He can’t help himself. His stomach muscles contract violently. Spew splatters across the walls and floor.
“Ah, fuck!” one of the officers yells, kicking him and knocking him into a door.
Kareem gags. Bile rises in his throat. Vomit drips from his mouth.
“He’s a goddamn animal,” the other officer yells, stepping over the sick on the floor. He unlocks a door and Kareem finds himself hurled inside. He crashes into a metal table bolted to the floor. Fluorescent lights flicker overhead. Without his hands to steady himself, Kareem collapses to the floor.
“Shit! Who’s going to clean up this mess?” the first officer yells from somewhere outside in the corridor.
“We should make him lick it up,” the other snarls, slamming the door and locking him in the interrogation room.
Kareem curls up in a fetal position. Although his arms are pinned behind him, curling up into a ball is the only way to lessen his stomach cramps. His head rests on the cold, hard floor and he cries.
He isn’t sure how long he lies there, but having his arms in cuffs behind his back stresses his shoulders. Slowly, Kareem works his way into a kneeling position. Pushing off against the wall with his shoulder, he staggers to his feet and looks around the room.
The interrogation room is small. The walls are scratched and scuffed. A large mirror dominates one wall, dark and austere. There are two steel chairs chained to either side of the metal table. A microphone sits on the table, with a black cord running to one side, down the leg of the table and across the floor before disappearing into a small hole in the wall.
Kareem leans against the wall. He could sit in one of the chairs, but he’s fascinated by his reflection in the dark, smoky one-way mirror. Shuffling his feet, he walks over to the mirror, unsure of his footing, expecting his legs to betray him and collapse at any second.
Up close, he can see a bruise forming high on his forehead. The skin has split. Blood trickles down his face, running down his cheek and neck and disappearing beneath his bloody shirt. Warm vomit soaks into his shorts.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he says, half laughing. “You think you’ve got him. You think you’ve captured your enemy, but you haven’t.”
Kareem sways before the mirror. He can see the desk behind him in the reflection and steps back slowly, eventually feeling the hard ledge beneath his fingertips. Half sitting, half leaning, he continues talking.
“I know you’re watching.”
Silence is the only reply.
“I know. I know too much, but it’s not what you think. Ha, even if I told you, you’d never believe me.”
He feels giddy. If he could, Kareem would stretch out his hands on the table and lean back to steady himself, but he can’t. He instinctively tries to, but the cuffs restrain his motion.
“I know who I’m talking to,” he says, making eye contact with himself in the mirror. “And it’s not who you think. I’m talking to you, Dad. To you, Mom. I don’t know when they’ll show this to you, but one day they will, and when they do, I hope you’ll believe me. All I ever did was try to stop these attacks.
“It sounds crazy, but I remember them. Madness, huh? How can you remember something that hasn’t happened? I don’t know the answer to that, I just do.”
Tears comes to his eyes. He watches as they rolled down his cheeks, so dark and menacing in the sullen mirror.
“Nothing matters anymore. In a few minutes, I’ll be dead. I only hope I can stop the bomb.
“I hope you remember me as I am—not as a killer, not as a martyr or even a hero, just as a paramedic, someone that cared enough to help a stranger. That’s me. That’s all I ever wanted to do.”
His eyes glance up at the ceiling. Grief wells up in his chest. He chokes on his words.
“Why me?”
Kareem wants to wipe his eyes, but he can’t, and that seems to underline the helplessness he feels in that moment. Any effort he makes is futile, doomed to fail. He can’t even wipe the tears from his own face, much less affect any real change. The bomb will go off regardless and that realization hurts more than being thrown to the floor by the police officers.
“Why me?” Kareem repeats, only he’s no longer staring at the ceiling. He’s looking himself in the eyes, steeling himself for what comes next. His posture stiffens. He knows his words will be replayed, at first in some court room and then later on the news before slowly making their way into some documentary about the tragedy. Kareem speaks with slow deliberation. He remembers the future, now he chooses to speak to the future.
“Why not?”
He breathes deeply, adding, “Everyone dies. Sooner or later, we all die. I’d prefer later, much later, but if it has to be sooner then let it be for a good cause. It doesn’t matter if I die as long as I die making a difference. That means something, right? Is there anything greater in life than to save someone else? Isn’t that worth more than mountains of gold? What is fame and fortune but an illusion?”
He flexes his arms, pulling at the handcuffs behind his back.
“You know, this would be a lot easier if my hands were free,” he says, looking at one of the cameras in the corner of the room. A glowing red LED suggests someone is watching, or at least that he’s being recorded.
He laughs. That change of emotion allows a rush of memories to flood his mind.
“I can see the bomber,” he says. “One of them at least, the driver. He starts out in some kind of mechanical room before taking the bomb to the roof. There are big spools, cables for the elevators, I guess. Lots of machines. I think they’re industrial air conditioners recirculating the air. I need to get up there and stop him. Please.”
There’s no one behind the mirror. If there was, surely they would have said something. He only hopes that someone is watching the live video feed.
Voices echo down the corridor.
“In here,” a police officer says. Kareem sees the officer staring at him through the small, reinforced glass window in the door. Keys jangle as the door unlocks. Kareem backs up against the far wall, not knowing what will come next.
“If only I could remember everything,” he mumbles to himself.
The door opens and the officer steps into the room followed by a medic.
“I’m going to have to stay in here while you—”
The officer never finishes his sentence. His body convulses and he drops his keys, grabbing for the table as he falls to the floor. The medic is wearing a baseball cap pulled down low over her forehead. She’s holding a taser and continues to shock the officer with 50,000 volts for several seconds.
The police officer slumps to the ground. His eyes roll into the back of his head. A dark, wet patch soaks through his crotch. Still the medic continues to electrocute him, leaning over him as he squirms in agony. The taser crackles, seething in anger.
“Deb?”
Deb tosses a heavy medical backpack on the table, finally relenting with the taser. She kicks at the officer’s legs with her boots. Unconscious.
“Quick,” she says, pulling a set of keys from her pocket. Kareem turns his back to her, allowing her access to his handcuffs.
“I don’t understand! What are you doing here?” he says, relieved to be able to move his arms again as she unlocks the cuffs. He rubs at the marks on his wrists.
Deb slaps a paper napkin down on the table in front of him, pointing at the numbers she wrote down in the diner. “Kareem Hasee Rafid. I have 19.4 million reasons to believe you and each one of them contains a picture of George Washington.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” Deb insisted. “Oh, and you were wrong. You can change the future. The death toll at the museum was revised down. No one died, Kareem. You saved them. All of them. There was some confusion over who was missing and who had been taken to the various surrounding hospitals, but the death toll has been set at zero. They’re calling it a miracle!”
Kareem is stunned. Is she right? Has his knowledge of the future allowed him to change destiny? Or is it that he only remembered the initial announcement about fatalities and missed the subsequent revision? Kareem wants to believe her. He wants to believe he can change the future, but after the blow to his head, he isn’t so sure. Now, his memories are fragmented.
Deb tosses her baseball cap to him, pulling off her baggy jacket and dropping it on the table. “Put these on.”
She handcuffs the groggy officer, saying, “Sorry.”
“Yeah,” Kareem says. “Probably not a valid defense before a judge.”
“Come on,” Deb says, handing him a rolled up pair of trousers from the medical kit. “This will make you look like a first responder.”
Kareem pulls the cap down low over his forehead. Deb stands in front him, licking her fingers and rubbing his grimy face, trying to clean his cheeks. She uses the napkin and some water from a bottle to dab at the blood, wiping it away.
“Not great, but it will have to do,” she says. “Where’s the bomb?”
“Up top.”
“Figures,” she replies as they stepped out into the hallway. “They’ve evacuated the building. Bomb squad’s been called in. God knows when they’ll get here. They’ve got a SWAT team doing a floor-by-floor search, starting in the basement.”
“How did you get in?”
“My sister snuck me in. She thinks I’m madly in love with you and had to see you one last time. Since I’m a paramedic, the remaining duty officer thought I was here to tend to your wounds.”
“Huh,” Kareem says, following Deb through the rabbit warren at the back of the old police station.
“They’re sending some big wig over from the FBI. Damn, is he going to be pissed!”
Deb leads Kareem to the fire stairs running through the building. She opens the steel door. The concrete stairwell is quiet. Voices echo faintly from a floor below.
“There’s twenty two floors,” she says. “This should take us right to the top.”
“Not us—me.” Kareem takes her gently by the inside of her arm. “You’ve got to go. Get out of here while you still can.”
“I’m not leaving you,” she replies. “We’re in this together now, remember. Someone, somewhere is watching the video footage from that interrogation room. I’m in this as deep as you are.”
“You could die.”
“So could you.”
“Please,” Kareem pleads. “You don’t understand. I don’t remember you. I don’t remember seeing you up there. I—I’m afraid about what could happen to you.”
“What do you remember?” she asks, allowing the door to the fire stairs to close quietly behind them.
Kareem raises his hands, rubbing at his temples.
“It’s hazy. I remember, then I forget. Hah! I can remember that I remember, but I can’t remember what I remembered. God, this is so frustrating.”
“Take it easy,” she says, resting her hand on his chest. Her fingers are gentle. Her voice is soft.
Kareem closes his eyes. His forehead throbs.
“My memory’s a blur. There’s a bomb. There are guns going off. The sound is deafening. There’s blood everywhere. There’s a digital display. It’s counting down to zero, I think, but not in minutes, not even seconds. It’s scrambled or something. It doesn’t make any sense. I remember being surprised by the counter as it’s not simply counting. It’s as though it’s calculating something.”
“Does it get to zero?”
Kareem opens his eyes. “I don’t know.”
“Well, no sense wasting time.”
Deb starts up the stairs. Her boots strike a steady rhythm, crunching on the dust and debris that’s gathered in the rough, concrete stairwell over the years. Out of habit, she keeps to the inside of the stairs, taking the path of first responders, giving room for anyone fleeing from above to come around the outside.
Kareem follows her. She sets a good pace, forcing him to keep up. The physical exertion of winding back and forth between landings gives him something to concentrate on, allowing him to forget for a moment—which is surprisingly refreshing for him. His heart races. Kareem regulates his breathing, pacing himself as he follows behind her.
Black numbers on the inside of the various fire doors indicate each floor laboriously falling behind and then below them.
“Feel that burn?” Deb asks as they pass the tenth floor.
“Yeah,” Kareem replies between breaths.
“Got to love those thighs.”
Kareem is silent.
Deb says, “Gonna hurt tomorrow.”
Tomorrow. What a novel concept. The idea of waking up in the morning and seeing a new day rise is foreign to him. It is as though Kareem’s only ever lived a single day in his life. In his mind, today is all there is. Time begins and ends today.
The sound of boots drifts down from above. Kareem pulls his cap lower, setting it just off his ears. He moves in close behind Deb. For her part, Deb straightens, shielding him, trying to obscure him from sight.
Two black-clad members of the SWAT team jog down the stairs toward them. They are talking casually with each other. MP5 machine guns hang from canvas straps running over each shoulder. They meet Deb and Kareem between landings on the stairs.
“What are you doing in here?” the lead officer asks.
“We’ve been called up to fifteen,” Deb says, lying with a sense of ease and confidence that convinces even Kareem. She sounds cheery, helpful. “Someone had a cardiac arrest. We were told he’s stable, but in need of help.”
As they’ve stopped climbing the stairs, Kareem leans forward, resting his hands on his knees and sucking in air. On one hand, his heavy breathing is a bluff as he tries to hide his face. On the other, he’s struggling under the weight of the medical pack on his back.
“Okay,” the officer replies. “Tactical have cleared up to seventeen. They’re sweeping eighteen. Make sure you stay below them. Understood?”
Deb nods as the officers continues past.
The second SWAT officer stops beside Kareem. He rests his hand on Kareem’s shoulder saying, “Fucking terrorists. Forcing us to take the stairs. What bastards! Would have been nice to use the elevators, huh?”
Kareem is shaking. Somehow he fakes a laugh. “Yeah.”
He keeps his head down, not wanting to make eye contact. The SWAT officer pats him on the shoulder and continues on after the lead officer.
Deb turns and looked at Kareem. Her eyes are wide with terror. Neither of them say anything. They continue up the stairs, quickening their pace.




The Bomb
“Shhh,” Kareem whispers, raising his index finger to cover his mouth.
“I see him,” Deb whispers in reply, peeking between the rows of metal shelving and ducting in the upper storage floor.
Kareem points. Two police uniforms hang neatly on hooks fixed to the wall.
“Well, the good news is they’re not suicide bombers,” he whispers. “Plan A must be to blend in as they escape.”
“So what’s plan B?”
Kareem shrugs. At least one of them is a police officer, Kareem is sure of it, but he doesn’t know why he’s so confident about that detail, just that he is. The second bomber is an enigma. In his fractured memories, he’s only ever caught a fleeting glimpse of the second terrorist and that worries him. He has no way of knowing who the second bomber is. Given that the first bomber is dressed like a police forensic officer, with dark blue coveralls, his accomplice is probably wearing something similar. But that’s a dangerous assumption. The second bomber could be dressed like a member of the SWAT team for all he knows.
Kareem scans the shelves. This side of the broad maintenance room is used by the janitors. He picks up a plastic bottle containing bleach. From the weight, it feels almost full.
“What are you doing?” Deb asks in a whisper.
“Whatever happens, we can’t let these guys escape. Let’s put a dent in at least one of their plans.”
Quietly, Kareem unscrews the cap and pours bleach over the uniforms, dousing the garments. Bleach drips on the floor. The pungent smell fills the air. Kareem pours bleach into two sets of polished, black shoes, soaking them before screwing the lid back on the bottle and carefully returning it to the shelf.
“Is that it?” Deb asks, pointing at what looked like bags of cement stacked high on a wooden pallet at the far end of the floor. The bomber is wiring something to the base of the pallet.
Kareem nods.
“Hurry,” a voice says from a maintenance elevator off to one side. “We’ve got to get that thing set and get the hell out of here.”
It’s a familiar voice, but Kareem can’t place it. He’s about to whisper something to Deb, telling her he thinks he knows this guy when she knocks a mop, sending it sliding along the wall, tumbling toward the floor. Kareem grabs the wooden shaft before it hits the floor and they both look at each other in alarm. Close. That was too damn close.
From where they are behind the storage shelves, the elevator is out of sight. The bomber slips a pallet jack under the bomb, raising it up so he can wheel it into the elevator. He wipes his forehead with a rag and stuffs it into his back pocket. There’s a handgun tucked into his jeans, its pistol grip visible against the small of his back.
“One last surprise for SWAT and I’ll join you on the roof,” he says. The doors close and the elevator whirs into life.
Kareem turns to Deb, whispering, “Listen. The police are thinking too small. They’re focusing on a floor-by-floor search, thinking the target is the building, but it’s not. The target is the city as a whole. They’ll never get here in time. The terrorists are taking the bomb to the roof so they can get the broadest possible coverage with the prevailing winds.
“I know you want to help, but right now the help I need is in the form of a gun. Go back downstairs. Find the SWAT team. Tell them what you’ve seen. Tell them we need aerial support because the bomb is on the roof.”
“On it,” Deb says. She creeps to the door, turns the handle quietly, edges the door open slowly and silently slips back into hallway leading to the stairwell.
Kareem turns, anxious to keep his eyes on the terrorist, not sure what he should do next. His memories are disjointed. Thoughts flash through his mind out of sequence, confusing him. His elbow clips a can of air freshener on one of the shelves and the can rocks. His fingers grab at the silver metal tube, but he’s clumsy and he knocks the can over. As it tumbles through the air, he reaches for it, trying in vain to grab it, but the metal cylinder strikes the concrete floor and bounces, skidding across the concrete.
The bomber draws his gun. “Who’s there?” He screws a long, black noise-suppressor onto the end of the barrel. “Step out into the open.”
Kareem looks around, trying to find something he can use as a weapon. There are mops, brooms, metal dustpans, buckets.
Three shots ring out. Even with the silencer, the shots sound like thunderclaps echoing in the room. A bullet strikes a bottle of cleaning fluid beside him and green liquid seeps from the tiny hole in the plastic. Two feet to the left and it would have been blood dripping, not antibacterial soap.
Kareem runs for the door. One of the shots has struck the lock. The bullet has clipped the keyhole, denting the corner of the faceplate as it plunged deep into the door. Kareem pulls at the handle, but the door’s stuck. He shakes the handle, trying to pry open the door.
“Show yourself,” the voice yells as two more rounds strike the wall next to him. A third bullet tears through the front of his jacket, barely an inch from his chest.
“I’m unarmed,” Kareem yells, realizing he’s out of options. “Don’t shoot! I’m a paramedic... I’m coming out.”
Kareem walks out with his hands raised high above his shoulders. He’s still wearing the jacket Deb gave him with its Hippocratic symbol over the left breast: two snakes entwined around a wooden staff, reaching up toward a pair of wings open in flight. The white emblem is easily visible on the navy blue jacket and is universally recognized as a symbol of medical assistance. Kareem hopes it’s convincing and buys him some time.
“You?” the terrorist says, apparently recognizing him, but their memories are different. Kareem’s memory is of the future, while his is of the past—as he approached the van outside the museum. Kareem had forgotten about that.
Kareem has a flashback, or perhaps it would be better described as a flash forward. He remembers this moment. He remembers the next few minutes like they just happened. Kareem knows precisely what will occur, and that’s somewhat bewildering as there are large gaps in his memory, times where he can’t remember anything at all. But he remembers this like it was a scene from his favorite movie.
The bomber waves with the gun, signaling for him to step out further.
“Who else is back there?”
“There’s no one,” Kareem replies calmly. “Just me.”
Sweat drips from the bomber’s face, beading on his forehead and running down his dark cheeks. He has a gun in one hand and a bomb trigger in the other, which would be confusing for anyone else, but Kareem knows what this trigger is for. This isn’t the detonator for the main bomb. This is connected to a bunch of claymore mines facing in his direction.
“I’m going to kill you. I’m going to kill all of you,” the man says, apparently not believing Kareem is alone.
“No,” Kareem replies calmly. “No you’re not. In a little under two minutes, you’ll be dead.”
“What?”
The terrorist’s right arm straightens, pointing a 9mm Glock at Kareem. The bomber peers down the barrel, lining up a shot at Kareem’s heart, but Kareem isn’t scared. He knows what happens next. He speaks with clarity.
“I’m not afraid of you.”
The terrorist raises the bomb trigger in his left hand. White knuckles grip the thin handle of the radio control. His thumb arches over a blue button.
“You’re bluffing,” Kareem says. “You’re too close. You’re in the blast zone.”
The terrorist seems flustered, frustrated. He steps back slightly, but not enough to clear the radius covered by the claymores. He keeps his gun on Kareem, but he doesn’t fire. Kareem knows he won’t. He’s confused. Kareem doesn’t fit his plan, and uncertainty leads to inaction.
“Why did you do it?” Kareem asks softly, walking forward with his hands up so as to appear unarmed. “For love or money? Is this out of religious passion or just plain greed?”
That’s the strange thing about Kareem’s memory. He remembers events. He remembers actions—not words.
“I remember you,” the terrorist replies, ignoring Kareem’s question. “You were there at the museum.”
His eyes narrow, sizing up Kareem. He’s probably trying to figure out whether Kareem has a concealed weapon. With a slow, deliberate motion, Kareem widens his hands, allowing his jacket to fall open, exposing his midriff and hips so the bomber can see there’s no gun.
“Turn around,” the terrorist says.
Kareem keeps his hands raised as he turns, lifting the jacket away from his body. He can feel the hem just above the small of his back. Everything is unfolding precisely as he remembers it. As he completes his turn, he makes eye contact again.
Kareem can’t articulate how he knows the answer to his question, but there’s something in the bomber’s demeanor that gives it away. He expected self-righteous anger, perhaps even religious disdain from this man, but the bomber is curious, almost introspective. That doesn’t fit with extremism.
“Money,” Kareem says, answering his own question. “Huh. I wouldn’t have figured that. I was sure all this was ideologically motivated. I had you guys for religious zealots, but that’s not it, is it?”
The bomber snarls, ignoring the comment. His boldness grows. He marches forward, turning his gun sideways as he raises it up level with the middle of Kareem’s forehead.
“Who told you we would be at the museum? How did you know the time?”
“How can you make money out of this?” Kareem asks, ignoring his question even though the barrel is just inches from his skull. “There’s no ransom, no extortion.”
The muscles on the bomber’s forearm flex, veins bulge in his neck. He shouts at Kareem.
“Tell me! I swear, I will blow your goddamn brains across the floor! How did you know we would be at the museum? How did you find out we would be up here? Who ratted us out?”
“It’s the stock market, isn’t it?” Kareem replies. He’s calm in stark contrast to the rage of the bomber. The terrorist is shaking with anger. His finger flexes on the trigger, but Kareem is at peace—he knows precisely what will happen and when.
The bomber keeps the gun trained on Kareem, wiping his forehead with the back of his left hand. He’s shaking. Kareem has unnerved him. He wants to kill Kareem, but he can’t. He has to know how Kareem tracked him between two entirely different, unrelated bomb sites. Kareem knows the bomber would never believe him, besides, Kareem is waiting for a specific event, something he remembers with crystal-clear clarity.
“You’ve hedged against the market,” he says. “You’re bringing Wall Street down so you can collect.”
With his teeth gritted, the terrorist lashes out with his left hand, thumping Kareem just above his sternum, knocking him back a few steps. He flexes his fingers around the pistol grip, tightening his hold on the gun, ready to fire.
“You won’t get away with this,” Kareem says. “Oh, sure, we might run off and bomb the wrong country for a while, but eventually, someone will figure out what really happened. They’ll follow the money trail.”
“Shut up,” the angry man barks. “You talk too much.”
The bomber hasn’t denied the motive. Kareem might not have figured out all the details, but he has to be close.
Kareem is surprised by how calm he is even after the bomber shoved him. That act has undermined the terrorist’s threat. Pushing Kareem is all he can do. So long as the bomber thinks Kareem has some inside knowledge of a mole, he’s safe. There’s a danger Kareem could push him too far, but Kareem has remembered everything so far. The exact words might escape him, but he expected the thump to the chest, and he knows what’s coming next.
The bomber’s eyes dart back and forth between Kareem and the storage area. Clearly, he’s expecting SWAT or someone else to come charging at him.
“What’s to stop me from killing you? What’s to stop me from splattering your brains on the back wall?”
At that moment, everything aligns. The visual perspective of the columns within the floor, the distance between the two men, the motion of the gun, the anger in the man’s face. This is the exact split second Kareem has been waiting for. It’s precisely as he remembers it. The slight tilt of the bomber’s jaw, the wooden crates in the background, the angle of his hand as he tilts the gun down toward Kareem’s chest. Kareem has pictured this moment in his head easily a dozen times. He articulates a single word slowly, enunciating carefully, timing his word perfectly.
“Sweat.”
“Wh—”
A single drop of sweat rolls into the bomber’s right eye and he flinches, squinting. In that fraction of a second, Kareem steps to one side. He strikes the terrorist in the center of his chest with both hands, lunging forward as he does, knocking the bomber to the ground.
A shot rings out. 
Kareem bolts behind an emergency power generator as a second shot punches through the sheet metal behind him.
The vast storage room stretches the entire length of the floor. From what Kareem can tell, it’s used to house NYPD field kits. There are stacks of dusty riot shields, batons, and helmets on the shelves.
Another shot. Splinters of wood explode from the edge of the crate beside him. Kareem weaves, ducking between crates. After no more than ten feet, he drops to the ground and rolls into another aisle, knowing the terrorist will miss his motion by a mere fraction of a second as he turns the other way.
“You can’t run forever,” the terrorist yells.
Kareem grabs a riot baton from one of the shelves. It’s no match for a gun, but Kareem already knows he isn’t going to use it to attack the terrorist. He remembers an occasion when it will be particularly useful, though. 
Rather than cutting through the storage area, Kareem doubles back, wanting to outwit the bomber.
One of the claymore mines is seated in front of a ventilation duct leading down from an AC unit on the roof. The vent has to be an intake. Rather than pulling the fuses, Kareem repositions the claymore, placing it on the other side of the duct, turning it to face the back of the room.
He catches a glimpse of the terrorist moving down the adjacent aisle, so he tosses the baton into a pile of jackets at the end of the row. The baton lands with a soft thud in the heavy material. Just as he remembered, the bomber takes the bait, creeping further down the aisle and away from the alcove where Kareem is hiding.
“I will find you,” the bomber yells.
Little does the terrorist know, Kareem is relying on the man’s ego to give away his position. By getting him talking, Kareem doesn’t have to watch for him. He knows roughly where he is by sound.
“I’m gonna enjoy this.”
Kareem creeps across the central aisle where the terrorist first confronted him and finds the second claymore by the elevator. Again, he turns it around, facing it away from the cleaning supplies and toward the back of the room.
He hears a voice talking into a radio. It’s strangely familiar, drifting down the elevator shaft, distracting him.
His memory fades. There was a thought there, an inkling, a sentiment, but it disappears like the mist on an autumn morning, leaving him grasping at the confusion of a forgotten concept. Whereas moments before his thoughts had been clear, now he struggles to recall the sequence of events. Cursing himself, he turns and crouches, wanting to dart away behind a generator that’s been cannibalized for spare parts. His jacket pocket catches on something. He tries to stop, grabbing at his side, but it’s too late, and he knocks a wrench free. Kareem manages to get his hand to the wrench as it strikes the concrete, preventing it from clanging against the floor, but even the soft crunch is enough to give away his location.
Bullets pepper the stainless steel surround by the elevator doors. Kareem darts behind a wooden crate full of police barricade signs.
“Not smart. Not smart,” he repeats to himself.
He starts to creep away from the elevator when a chunk of wood explodes from the edge of the crate not more than an inch from his eye. The bomber has him pinned down. Out of frustration, Kareem lobs the wrench in the general direction of the gunshots, but it’s a futile effort, and from his patchy memory, one that’s wide of the mark.
“Like a cat with a mouse,” the terrorist laughs.
Kareem hears a gun magazine drop to the concrete not more than ten feet away. His heart pounds in his chest, and yet deep down he knows he makes it up to the roof. He escaped from here before, he’s sure of that even if he doesn’t remember the specifics of how. Knowing that, though, doesn’t make his task any easier.
The metal door at the far end of the room bursts open. SWAT police storm the aisles, spreading out among the cleaning equipment.
“Put down the gun.”
The bomber drops his gun. He seems compliant, but he’s luring the police into his trap.
Slowly, the bomber steps back, away from the SWAT team, holding a detonator high above his head. He’s laughing, ignoring the instructions from the police.
“Get down on the ground!”
“Don’t do anything stupid!”
“Put down the detonator!”
“Oh,” the bomber replies arrogantly, still backing up. “You want this? You want my little toy?”
“Stay where you are,” one of the police officer’s yells.
Kareem crouches out of sight. He pushes his back hard against the wooden crate, pressing his palms over his ears and squeezing tight.
Standing well back, the bomber triggers the claymores. Dual explosions thunder through the air, only the mix of explosive gas and super-heated ball bearings no longer faces the door. Almost fifteen hundred tiny steel pellets cut through the air toward the bomber, ripping him to shreds, and leaving little more than a red mist floating where once a human being stood. Traveling at upwards of four-thousand feet per second, the steel ball bearings peppered the rear of the floor, tearing wooden crates apart and shredding timber beams, turning them into kindling. The roof sags.
In the confined space of the upper floor, the strength of the compression wave shocks Kareem. He knew it was coming, but being below the blast, pressed up against a crate, he didn’t expect the thump traveling through the air to be so violent. The pressure wave rocks his body, shaking his bones and resonating through his chest. Dirt and dust billow through the air. The smell of burnt metal scorches his nostrils. From the far end of the floor, police officers yell in pain, having been blown backwards by the ferocity of the blast even though it was directed away from them. Several shelves collapse, pinning the bulk of the SWAT team against the wall.
Kareem finds his ears are ringing. Even with his hands pressed over them, the sudden pressure change and blistering crack of thunder caused his ears to pop. He gets to his feet and runs for the fire stairs beside the elevator. Someone yells out to him, but he can’t distinguish individual words.
The air inside the maintenance shaft next to the elevator smells of oil and grease, but it’s a welcome relief from the smoke. Kareem jogs up the stairs, pushing his mind to recall details about the dirty bomb. He’s seen it from afar, he remembers that much. He can see numbers changing on a red LED display, but he can’t distinguish any individual numbers. Beyond that, he draws a blank. If he had a moment to clear his head, he could probably recall more detail, but there’s no time.
Kareem crashes through the final door, staggering out into the late afternoon sun. The wind whips across the rooftop, surprising him with a sudden chill. A helicopter sits on the helipad. The cockpit is empty. There are none of the normal police markings. This is a civilian chopper. It has to be their means of escape. The helicopter’s rotor blades turn slowly. The pitch of the engine is low, idling in the cool autumn air.
The sun casts long shadows over the roof.
In the distance, another helicopter approaches.
The helipad is raised slightly above the roof, having been built on top of the existing structure. A network of struts and beams support the helipad, distributing the weight. Through the dark shadows, Kareem can see the second bomber. He’s on the far side of the helipad tinkering with the bomb.
Kareem picks his way around the helipad, coming to within twenty feet of the bomber when suddenly it dawns on him. This is what he’s seen. This is the view he remembers, but he doesn’t remember anything beyond this point. Throughout the day, he’s had crisp, clear memories, even if they were sometimes disjointed, but this is the last one. The end. Beyond this point, there’s nothing. Why would his mind betray him from here? What changes? Is he going to die? Kareem wants to remember something, anything, just a glimpse of tomorrow, or even of later tonight, but his memory is blank.
The sun sets over Manhattan. A chill descends. The vapor coming from his breath fades before him like his memories. 
Just wait it out, he thinks. Wait for the SWAT team. Don’t die a hero. A foreboding sense of dread sweeps over him. What if they don’t make it in time? He’s come all this way. He’s gone through so much. He can’t stand by and do nothing. He has to make a decision.
“It’s over,” he yells, walking toward the terrorist. His boots crunch on the loose gravel scattered across the rooftop. At the very least, he can buy the SWAT team some time. “You’re not a suicide bomber. You’re not going to detonate that thing while you’re still standing here. It’s finished. You lost.”
“Really?” the bomber says with his back to Kareem. “And what makes you think you know what I’ll do?” The bomber turns slowly, adding, “Dear brother?”
For the first time, Kareem gets a glimpse of the second bomber. He didn’t recognized him in the artist sketches and he missed seeing him at the museum. He never saw the bomber’s face in the maintenance room, but now there’s no mistaking his brother, Ahmed.
Kareem feels his blood run cold.
“What were you doing at the museum?” his brother asks, holding a revolver limp by his side. “Who told you we would be there?”
Kareem is speechless. He and Ahmed are fraternal twins so they don’t look alike. Different eggs impregnated at the same time. Ahmed has always been physically bigger and more athletic than Kareem. Whereas Kareem was quiet as a kid, Ahmed was outspoken. Kareem was bullied at school. Ahmed was the bully.
Ahmed and Kareem always had a connection between them, one that persisted even when both of them tried to deny it. Kareem would instinctively know when Ahmed was in trouble, and Ahmed always seemed to know about Kareem’s problems at high school. Kareem assumed someone told him, but now he’s not so sure. Since the accident, it seems the connection has grown stronger. Kareem always felt as though that connection extended to anyone close to him, and as much as he doesn’t want to admit it, he loves his brother.
Kareem’s earliest memory is of his brother stealing his pocket money for candy at the school cafeteria. Ahmed laughed about it, which hurt Kareem more than the humiliation of being pushed to the ground in front of his friends. Ahmed said he’d break Kareem’s arm if he told their father, and the connection Kareem felt convinced him Ahmed would. Was he seeing glimpses even back then, remembering things and changing his destiny? In high school, the two brothers barely crossed paths, but still they knew each other’s darkest secrets. When they clashed, sparks would fly. Back then, Kareem thought of his brother as arrogant and selfish—only ever thinking of himself. Ahmed said the same thing about him.
Kareem went on to college, Ahmed drifted through jobs, never settling on a trade. On those rare occasions they gathered as a family, there was nothing to talk about. Any conversations they had seemed to crackle with animosity, sparking between them like electricity. Even though they knew so much about each other, they were like strangers on a train.
“Yes, I saw you, little brother,” Ahmed says. “I should have let Karl shoot you.”
Ahmed cocks the revolver, although it’s still hanging by his side.
Kareem’s eyes dart to the bomb. The timer isn’t counting down, it’s flicking between seemingly random numbers.
1645387
7956321
6645328
1121313
4933023
“You like that?” Ahmed asks. “Yeah, that should keep the bomb squad guessing.”
“It’s fake,” Kareem says, knowing how a bluff appeals to Ahmed.
“Of course it is, but they don’t know that. By the time they figure that out, little brother, BOOM!”
“But you can’t escape,” Kareem says as a police helicopter begins circling the roof.
“Death is an escape. I won’t let them take me alive. If I am to burn, then the world burns with me.”
“It doesn’t have to end like this,” Kareem pleads, but Ahmed raises the revolver, pointing it square at his brother’s chest.
“Oh, it does,” Ahmed yells over the noise of the rotor blades as the police helicopter passes low overhead. “You were always so sure of yourself, so confident, so smart. Well, not this time, brother. This time, it’s not about you. This time, it’s about me, it’s about what I want, and if I can’t get what I want then we all die.”
“Put down the gun,” bellows out of a bullhorn mounted on the police helicopter. Ahmed turns his attention to the chopper, firing madly at a police sniper strapped to the side of the airframe. He must hit someone onboard as the helicopter drops out of sight, darting below roof level.
Kareem rushes at Ahmed, crash-tackling him into a pallet of what looks like bags of concrete powder. Somehow, these make up the bomb. Whether the bags are full of explosives or packed with radioactive material he isn’t sure, but he knocks the gun from his brother’s grasp.
The two men struggle on the ground, each fighting to get to the gun lying a few feet away. Kareem punches his brother, catching him on the jaw, but his blows are weak, feeble. Ahmed lands crushing blows, knocking Kareem to one side.
Ahmed grabs the gun as the helicopter comes around from another angle. Kareem steadies himself against the bomb as he gets to his feet, watching as his brother fires at the perspex dome of the chopper, aiming for the pilot. The helicopter races overhead, pulling up and banking to one side as it turns back toward them.
Kareem is dizzy. His brother’s blows have rattled him. 
“This is the end,” Ahmed cries, flicking something on the side of the digital display at the base of the bomb. “In sixty seconds, the New York skyline changes forever.”
Three bullets punctured Ahmed’s body in rapid succession, coming down at an angle from the helicopter as the pilot strafes sideways through the air, giving the sniper a clear line of sight. Ahmed slumps to the ground. Blood seeps into the gravel.
Kareem rushes around the side of the bomb, ignoring his fallen brother. He leans over the device at the base of the pallet, looking at the red numbers flashing within the dark casing, remembering how his brother gloated. He’s remembering the past. For the first time, Kareem remembers something that has already happened and not the future. He wrenches the digital faceplate off the bomb casing and throws it to one side. A searing hot poker jabs at his shoulder, confusing him. He’s been struck by a bullet.
“No,” he yells as pain rips through the soft tissue.
The real detonator is right in front of him, just behind the random display. A bunch of wires leads from a cellphone battery to a small circuit board and onto a multicolored ribbon cable that disappears between the bags stacked on the pallet. A single red wire loops over the board, apparently not leading anywhere.
A second shot strikes Kareem in the lower thigh, snapping his femur bone. Blood sprays across the wooden pallet beside him as he falls to one knee. Kareem buckles, struggling not to collapse onto the gravel. Pain surges through his body. Leaning on his one good knee, he runs his fingers over the circuit board, manic in his desire to disarm the bomb.
Kareem doesn’t know anything about electronics. His brother worked in an auto-electrical workshop for a few years, but Kareem hasn’t so much as opened the back of a computer. There’s no way he can defuse the bomb and yet he knows his brother is arrogant, stubborn and proud, and that’s when a clear thought strikes him. It’s not a memory of the past or the future, but rather intuition in the heat of the moment. Ahmed would have put the answer in plain sight, just so he could brag about how he outsmarted everyone. It has to be the red wire. It’s so obvious the bomb squad would ignore it as a decoy, but for Ahmed, it’s a signature.
Kareem grabs hold of the circuit-board and is about to rip the red wire from its soldered joint when a third bullet hits, striking him in the back of the head.
Time seems to stop. Although the bullet is traveling at supersonic speed, Kareem feels as though he’s been struck by a lance or a javelin, something moving in slow motion. The bullet strikes the parietal skull cap at the back of his head before passing through his soft brain tissue and exiting through the bone above his right eye.
Kareem slumps to the gravel below the helipad. The sight in his right eye darkens, while his field of vision on the left narrows, focusing on a lone finger still clinging to the red cable. Finally, Kareem understands why he no longer remembers the future, because for him, there’s no future. For him, time stops on this rooftop, and yet he can’t give up. He can’t leave Deb to die. He can’t allow his brother to win.
As a fourth bullet strikes his failing body, bursting through his shoulder and shattering his collar bone, he wrenches the red wire loose.
Blood-red hues stretch across the sky as the sun dips below the Manhattan skyline. The downdraft from the rotor blades on the police helicopter beat upon his body, but he’s beyond caring. Boots stomp around him, but he can no longer see. There are voices, but they fade until there’s nothing beyond the empty silence. Kareem feels cold. A moment later, he feels nothing at all.
Kareem Hasee Rafid is dead.




Epilogue
Of all the things that have blocked New York’s roads over the years, there has never been a diversion put in place for flowers. Central Park West is swamped with bouquets blocking the street for almost a quarter mile. Being in the middle of the city and the site of the bombing at the Museum of Natural History, the street has become the focal point for the outpouring of emotion that followed in the wake of the terrorist attacks. Police divert traffic through the park as the floral tributes pile deeper by the hour.
The truth about how Kareem foiled a plot to irradiate New York City has stirred millions. Although no one believes Deb’s version of events, which focuses on Kareem’s non-linear memory, there was enough evidence from closed circuit cameras to exonerate him. Police investigators concluded that Kareem stumbled upon Ahmed’s plans and sought to stop his brother from becoming the worst mass murderer in American history.
Tens of thousands of people have come to show their respect for an American Muslim of Egyptian descent—Kareem Hasee Rafid. Handwritten notes, printed letters, crayon drawings by young children, Hallmark cards and messages scrawled on bits of torn cardboard have been stuck on the wall outside the museum. It seems everyone wants to express their gratitude for him saving the city.
Deb has never seen so many flowers. She watches on TV as a drone flies over the sea of roses and pansies, orchids and carnations, and dozens of other flowers she doesn’t recognize. In some places, the flowers are twenty feet deep as they lay stacked against the makeshift shrine outside the decimated museum.
US flags of various sizes flutter in the light breeze. For the most part, they’re handheld plastic flags wedged between the flowers, but there are a few full-size flags draped over the blackened walls of the museum. A banner reads, We will go on.
Deb sits in a leather chair watching the extensive television coverage. She has an all too personal interest in the tragedy. The FBI identified Ahmed’s associates as members of the Russian mafia, although most commentators say mafia is too weak a term and have stuck with terrorists. Three terror cells have been identified and broken up, with all but one of the suspects being taken into custody.
Lying in the hospital bed next to her, Kareem’s eyes flicker.
Deb jumps, hitting the call button beside his bed. She stands over him, looking down at him with tears in her eyes.
“Hey there, baby,” she says softly.
Kareem mumbles. Saliva drips from the side of his mouth.
A doctor and nurse enter the private room. The police officer standing guard outside the door glances at Deb and Kareem and smiles.
Kareem starts to move, but he’s in pain.
“Just relax,” the doctor says, standing at the end of the bed. “You’re going to feel groggy for a while.”
“D... Dead,” Kareem manages from beneath his oxygen mask.
“You thought you were dead?” the doctor asks. He gestures to Deb. “Well, if there hadn’t been a medic on hand with a major trauma kit, you would have been. She saved your life.”
Deb smiles, taking his hand in hers and gently squeezing his fingers.
The doctor notices Kareem struggling to move his left side.
“You’ve suffered severe brain damage,” he says. “You’re probably going to have a loss of sensation on the left side of your body, but the brain has remarkable plasticity—with hard work and plenty of physiotherapy, we’re confident you can regain most, if not all of your mobility.”
Kareem nods slowly.
“You’ve lost a portion of your brain relating to memory and motor-skills, but given time, you should see improvement. It’s going to be a slow road to recovery, but I’m confident you’ll get there.”
Deb squeezes his hand. She looks down at his broken body. Bandages adorn his head and chest, while his leg is in a cast raised up by a pulley. A tear falls from her cheek, landing on the sheets beside him.
“We should let him rest,” the doctor says, gesturing for Deb to follow him out of the room.
Deb starts to let go of Kareem’s hand when he squeezes her fingers. He’s trying to speak. She bends down with her ear just inches from his face. Her hair falls softly to one side, lying on the pillow beside him.
“Two ... Four ... Three ... Seven,” he whispers.
“Hey, it’s okay,” she replies softly. “Just rest. Try to get some sleep.”
“Two ... Four ... Three,” he repeats. Deb has no idea what he means. These aren’t the numbers that won her the lottery. She doesn’t know what to make of his insistence on telling her these numbers.
She kisses him gently on the forehead, saying, “It’s okay, you’re safe. Just rest up and be patient. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying here with you.”
“Seven,” he says, and Deb puts her hand gently on his oxygen mask, touching at the plastic as though she were touching his lips.
“Please,” the doctor says from the doorway.
“I’ll be back,” she says. “Now rest.”
Deb struggles to take her eyes off Kareem as she walks around the bed and out the door. As she steps into the corridor, the police officer closes the door behind her. His badge has a serial number, a number stamped into the shiny polished chrome surface. It’s a number Kareem couldn’t possibly know—a number he wouldn’t have seen yet—the number two-four-three-seven.
The End




MIRROR, MIRROR
Mirror, Mirror is my interpretation of a Twilight Zone classic, The Monsters are Due on Maple St. Growing up in New Zealand in the 1970s, US science fiction shows from the 50s and 60s were popular, even if they were in black and white.
Mirror, Mirror first appeared in Daniel Arthur Smith’s epic Tales from the Canyons of the Damned, vol 19.




Monsters & Machines
Jenny peers out from beneath her duvet, whispering, “Are the monsters coming for us? For me?” She feels a little silly, somewhat paranoid for asking, but given what she’s heard, she has to know.
“I won’t let them hurt you,” her mother says, sitting on the edge of her bed within the darkened basement.
Even though Susan Culpepper is a slight figure, the aging mattress sags beneath her weight. The light bulb strung from the ceiling waxes and wanes, pulsating with the irregular electrical supply. After four years of war, the civil infrastructure upon which society depends is crumbling like the buildings above them. Explosions rock the surface. Walls collapse, falling in the street as the battle rages overhead.
Basement parking lots like these have become bomb shelters, protecting humans during the dark of night when monsters prowl through the city. Susan Culpepper tucks her daughter in, tightening the bed sheets around the girl’s petite frame, swaddling her, wanting to make her feel secure.
“We will rise again,” she says, kissing Jenny on the forehead. “Get some sleep.”
“Yes, Mom.” But Jenny can’t sleep. Like most teens, she’s deprived of any real rest by the war, sleeping in fits and waking in a start. If it’s not gunfire and explosions ravaging her dreams, it’s the uneasy still of night. On those rare occasions when the fighting stops, she’s terrified to think why. Has the night guard been overrun? Are monsters quietly slipping between the beds, slitting the throats of children in their sleep, damning them to never wake?
Susan Culpepper joins several other parents over by the exit ramp. The bunker is three stories down, but moonlight drifts through the shattered floors above. The adults talk in hushed tones. Those children sleeping near them hear and pass messages in a whisper to those too far away for sound to travel. From where she is, Jenny catches snippets of the conversation, just those few words that echo within the concrete basement, drifting between explosions and the sound of bullets ricocheting outside.
“The main shelter on Maple St. was overrun. They surrendered. It was that or die.”
“They should have died,” Susan says, speaking a little too loudly for the quiet of night. “This is our planet. Our home. I will not surrender our way of life. We have to hold onto our past or there’s no future for our children.”
A murmur of agreement echoes between the adults, but Jenny doesn’t catch any of the replies. She wants to fall asleep, but can’t. A shadow appears beside her bed. Deon smiles from the darkness. Somehow, he’s crawled through the suitcases and backpacks under her bed, squeezing beneath the bunk and into the aisle.
“Shhhh,” he says. “Are you coming?”
“The lights are still on,” Jenny says, but the lights are a soft yellow, feeble in their attempt to fight off the darkness. No one’s been able to read anything beneath them for years. They’re a good alternative to the pitch black of the basement, but no good for anything else. As if on cue, the lights start turning off from the far end of the parking lot, slowly reaching them. This pseudo-night is supposed to help the kids sleep, but it terrifies most of them. Within a minute, there are only a few guide lights still running, just enough for the adults to move around when checking on their kids.
“You’re crazy,” Jenny says.
“We all are,” Deon replies.
Jenny is thirteen. She remembers when the conquest began. At first, it was peaceful. Flying saucers defying gravity, spinning slowly as they hovered over cities and farmland. She never saw one herself, but they were all that was ever on the news. Six ships. One for each inhabited continent and surrounding islands. Six ships covering eight billion souls on one tiny planet.
Initially, there were calls for resistance, calls to fight the invaders, but the extremists were largely ignored. Scientists, astronomers and astronauts embraced the aliens because they shared the secrets of the universe, teaching us how to detect and even manipulate both dark matter and dark energy. Philosophers said it was the end of human history, that life on Earth would never be the same again. They were more right than they knew. Politicians rallied the public to embrace a new age.
The aliens initiated a renaissance in medical science, wiping out dozens of diseases overnight, but no one ever saw them. The only images that made it on television were of machines. They weren’t robots, mimicking some humanoid form. Instead, there were an array of widely different industrial robotic body types, all with a specialized purpose. Most of them looked like the mechanical arms on an auto assembly line. Gene sequencers were square blocks about the size of a fridge, while the block printers were the size of a house and able to build entire houses—complete with wiring and plumbing—in less than a day. Driverless cars were replaced with driverless flyers. They looked similar to the UFOs but with vast hollow centers containing fans that worked like the blades of a helicopter.
The only tech the aliens wouldn’t give humanity was that of interstellar spaceflight. They said we weren’t ready. At the time, no one paid too much attention to what they meant by that as there were so many other toys to play with. It seemed as though that present was being saved for Christmas. Then the change happened.
At first, it was in the Middle East. Angry young men, radicalized in their hatred of each other because they disagreed over the interpretation of ancient scrolls suddenly became friends and began helping each other. Jenny didn’t understand why that was so bad. Friends are good. Deon and Jenny are friends. Her Mom said it was evil. They’d been manipulated, forced to change. The term she used was neutered.
Most civilized countries didn’t care. Backwater nations were being dragged into the present. Women’s rights. Education. Reproductive freedom. Equality. Who would oppose these movements arising in Afghanistan or Qatar? But when machines were found in Texas and Arkansas, and people began changing their attitudes without coercion, Americans freaked out. Suddenly, everyone was nice, and the authorities knew this was wrong. The arrival of the aliens had turned into an invasion, a not-so-hostile takeover enslaving the planet, or so they said on the news.
Jenny’s mom said the problem was that the aliens took away freewill. Humans had a God-given right to be knuckleheads and that was being stripped from them by creatures from another world. No one oppresses humans—that job is reserved solely for humans themselves. But worse than that, the oppressed were happy, relieved, joyful. They were deluded. Deceived. Defeated without a single shot being fired.
The aliens established peace centers—massive automated factories designed to churn out robots for the benefit of humanity, but this was conquest by proxy. No one was fooled. There are no free lunches. It was a scam. It had to be, or so they said on the news.
What next? That was the question that preoccupied the adults. Was humanity to become Soylent Green? Food for alien hordes waiting in space? Did anyone really believe there were just six ships and not an armada poised to attack the planet? Over tens of thousands of years Homo sapiens had domesticated chickens, pigs and cows, taming them and separating them from their wild counterparts for one reason: so they could eat them. Is that what the aliens were doing? Domesticating eight billion sheep?
Humanity wouldn’t have it.
Six ships. Six targets. Six nuclear weapons. Five of them were launched from submarines hidden in the depths of the ocean. One was dropped by a bomber.
There were no shields or any kind of missile defense on the alien spacecraft. It was as though they never felt in danger from humanity.
The military was ready for a protracted battle, but that didn’t happen either. At least, not at first. There were six strikes. Six decimated radioactive hulls lying crumpled on the landscape of six different cities. They never found the aliens, though, just more machines.
That short, brief war unified the planet. The world celebrated. Freedom had been won. Six months later, the first attacks began. It took some time for the military to realize they’d been infiltrated. They were fighting an enemy within. Those happy, cheerful, helpful, cured folk undertook an insurrection. The remaining alien machines banded together with them and most major cities were reduced to rubble.
No one’s sure where all the weapons came from, as there seems to be no end to the destruction. Deon told Jenny that before the aliens even arrived there were enough bombs and guns and stuff to kill everyone on the planet several times over. From what Jenny’s seen, that seems to be the general plan.
“They found something up there.”
“What?” Jenny asks.
“A machine. A dead machine. You wanna see it?”
Jenny’s quiet.
“You’re scared.”
“I’m not scared.”
Jenny doesn’t actually answer Deon’s question. Bravado beats honesty. She never wants to go topside, even during the day, but she feels compelled to face her fears. That’s the only way she can find peace.
Jenny pulls at the sheets, slipping out of bed and into the walkway between the bunks. Most of the other kids are asleep. Those that aren’t watch in silent admiration, wishing they were as brave. Jenny grabs her winter coat from beneath her bunk and shoves it in her bed along with a pair of boots. She pushes at them until the shape they form is vaguely reminiscent of someone curled up beneath the covers. Jenny is particular, pulling the sheets tight and tucking them beneath the mattress. Her mom will check. Once her mom sees the sheets are still neatly in place, she’ll sneak back to join the other adults for some moonshine as a nightcap.
Deon’s anxious to get going. “Come on.”
Jenny slips on some shoes and creeps along behind Deon.
A voice drifts from a nearby bunk. “Hey, where are you two—”
“Shhh,” Deon says to the darkness.
“I’m coming too.”
Lisa drops from an upper bunk, landing with the grace of a cat and barely making any sound. She doesn’t bother with her bedding. Her mom isn’t as paranoid as Jenny’s. If her mom notices anything, she’ll think Lisa has gone to the bathroom, or curled up with one of her friends. Lisa is impulsive. If she gets cold or scared, she’ll do something about it. Last winter, Jenny woke squished against the side of her bunk with Lisa snuggled in beside her to keep warm. Lisa blames her nocturnal behavior on sleepwalking, but whenever Jenny’s seen her on the move, she’s been very much awake. Like Jenny, Lisa doesn’t like to admit when she’s scared.
Lisa grabs some shoes, but doesn’t put them on. She probably doesn’t want to fall behind them.
They creep past the bathrooms. The smell is pungent, which keeps the adults away. Most people try to hold it in until dawn and go topside as the rats in the basement sewers are known to bite. A cockroach crunches under Jenny’s shoes.
“Delightful,” she says.
“What is?” Lisa asks, stepping on another roach, only she’s still in bare feet.
“Never mind.”
“Where are we going?” Lisa asks.
“The scouts found a 7-11,” Deon replies. “I bet there’s still candy.”
“Eww.”
All Jenny can imagine is ransacked shelves covered in fuzzy mold and rat droppings.
“The hard stuff like mints and Jolly Ranchers will still be good.”
“I hope so,” Lisa says.
“I’m not eating anything I can’t soak in boiling water.” Jenny’s had enough of the basement trots, as stomachaches are called among the kids. She doesn’t want to spend the next few nights darting between her bunk and the latrine a dozen times.
“And you’re sure about the machine?” Lisa asks, wiping her feet on a dirty mat and slipping on her shoes.
“What about monsters?” Jenny asks.
“There are no monsters,” Deon replies, which Jenny finds surprising—not that he’s denying the existence of monsters, but that he chose to ignore Lisa’s question. What if the machine isn’t dead?
“How do you know there aren’t any monsters?” Jenny asks, feeling defiant.
“Parents lie. Moms and dads have always lied to their kids. The tooth fairy. Santa Claus. Rover going to doggy heaven. Haven’t you ever wondered why adults lie to us?”
“Why, smarty pants?” Lisa asks.
“Because lies are easy. Lies are simple. Lies avoid awkward questions.”
“But why would they lie?” Jenny asks. “Why not just tell us the truth?”
Deon looks at her as though he’s explaining trigonometry to a preschooler. “Telling lies has always been the easiest way to control people—that’s true for kids and adults.”
The children climb through the shattered remains of a stairwell. Starlight drifts down from above. A concrete slab has fallen from one of the upper floors, blocking the stairs. It’s too big for an adult to squeeze past, but the kids have no problem pulling themselves through. They’ve gone this way dozens of times before, but they normally go up to the second floor where they can peer out over the devastated remains of the park and watch distant battles unfold like fireworks on the 4th of July.
For Jenny, defiance is like breathing. It’s not that she’s deliberately bad or wants to be naughty, but being cooped up in the basement seems to squeeze the life out of her. As much as she hates going topside, she’s like a dolphin frolicking beneath the waves being forced to the surface to breathe. Jenny needs to breathe. Those damn bed sheets say one thing to her mother, but something else to her. Security or enslavement? Protection or prison?
It’s dangerous being up top at night. The kids know they could be mistaken by both sides, but to see the stars is a reward in itself. They’re beautiful—unmoved by a petty war on a puny planet.
“This way,” Deon says, creeping through the shattered remains of the office tower. Once, this building was majestic. Vast open ceilings on the ground floor stretched up over twenty feet. Massive plate glass windows lined the lobby. Marble floors. Fancy furniture. Now, they’re dusty and covered in fallen debris. Broken glass crunches softly beneath their shoes.
Deon freezes, holding a hand out in the moonlight, signaling for the girls to stop. Jenny’s heart pounds in her chest. Soldiers walk past outside. They cross the road, relaxed as they talk with each other, their rifles shouldered. The kids creep over to a support pillar, hiding in the shadows. They switch to what they call stealth mode. They’ve learned to shuffle, sliding their feet along the marble floor, gliding to avoid making sound.
“I’m not sure about this,” Jenny says. This isn’t as much fun as sneaking upstairs and watching the world outside. She feels exposed down on the ground.
“I want to go back,” Lisa says.
“Me too.”
Deon says, “Then go.”
“You’re leaving us?” Lisa asks in barely a whisper.
Deon points at the stairwell. “You’re being chicken—chicken children.”
“That’s not fair,” Jenny says. “We could die out there.”
“You could die down there,” Deon replies, pointing into the darkness. “That’s what happened to the refugees on Maple Street.”
“No. They didn’t die. They surrendered,” Jenny says. “Mom said so.”
“Only one of them,” Deon says. “There were three shelters. Two of them are graves. Did you hear about the main shelter? Did they tell you what happened? Did your Mom tell you what she thought should have happened?”
Lisa doesn’t understand. “What?” she asks, looking at Jenny with innocent eyes.
“My mom said they all should have died.”
“Why?”
Exasperation hangs in the air between them. Jenny shakes her head. As much as she loves her mom, she doesn’t understand how her mom can think that way. “I—I don’t know. She didn’t mean it. I’m sure she didn’t.”
Lisa says, “I don’t want to die.”
Deon shakes his head. “I hate to spoil the party, but sooner or later, we all die. You know that, right? You can be afraid of dying, or you can live life to the full. You can’t do both.”
Jenny nods, but she’s afraid of death. She doesn’t want to admit that to herself, but Deon knows. It’s not the thought of dying that terrifies her, it’s that there’s suddenly no tomorrow. The universe has been around for almost thirteen billion years, but not for her. To her young mind, time has only existed for a mere thirteen years. Before then, there was nothing—not from her perspective. Afterwards, there will be nothing yet again. Nothing is scarier than any monster. When she wakes in the dark of night, with her heart racing and a cold sweat breaking out on her forehead, she wants for something, anything other than nothing.
“I heard about the kids beneath central station,” she says softly, speaking as though she’s uttering some dark incantation and in danger of waking the dead. “They found them with their throats slit.”
“What kind of monster would do that?” Lisa asks.
Jenny shrugs. “I don’t know.”
“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” Deon says. “What we’re up against? Why we’re at war?”
Lisa is chirpy, recalling the reason they’re constantly told by the adults. “Because we’re fighting for freedom.”
“That’s not a reason,” Deon says, peering out at the desolate street. “No one’s ever free. There’s always someone in control.”
“We’re fighting baddies,” Jenny says. “Monsters.”
“Shhh,” Deon replies, crouching as a mechanized unit rolls through the intersection ahead. Spotlights flicker across the war-torn buildings. Lisa and Jenny crouch behind him. Within seconds, the armored personnel carrier has moved on.
In the distance, flashes of light set the dark buildings in silhouette as a battle rages a couple of miles away. The rumble of thunder rolls through the air, but there are no clouds in the sky.
“What are they looking for?” Jenny asks as the APC disappears around the corner.
“Machines,” Deon replies.
“What do the machines want?” Jenny asks.
“Us.”
Jenny doesn’t like that answer. “Why would they want us?”
“That’s a good question.”
“You ask too many questions,” Lisa says.
Deon smiles. “And you ask too few.” He creeps into the moonlight. “Time to go.”
A cat scurries away as they approach a burned-out restaurant, which is a good sign since cats steer clear of humans. Barbecued cat is a delicacy.
Deon sneaks through the forecourt of the plaza, ducking behind a park bench beside an empty fountain. The brass pipes and plastic lines once created a visual spectacle out of something as simple as water, but now they’re naked, they seem strangely out of place.
Jenny takes a deep breath and darts out after Deon, with Lisa following close behind. She jogs up beside him and peers over the edge of the fountain, crouching as she holds onto a concrete rim that once doubled as a bench seat.
“There had better not be any monsters.”
Deon laughs. “There won’t be. Not with all these soldiers around.”
Jenny’s not so sure—darkness is the realm of monsters. During the day, markets unfold in the shattered remains of the plaza. Crops are grown in the park. There’s nothing scary about the forecourt in the daylight, but at night, the shadows are evil.
“This way.”
They follow Deon behind the plaza, climbing over a low cinderblock wall and down to the riverbank. Masts of sunken boats protrude from the water at odd angles. Several yachts lie beached on the muddy bank, with their cabins partially beneath the waterline.
Deon moves quickly.
Jenny’s more cautious. The last thing she needs is mud on her clothing. Her mom will notice. As it is, she’ll have to hide her shoes when she gets back to the basement.
“How far away is this place?”
“Not far,” Deon says, leading them beneath a motorway overpass. The center of the bridge has been bombed, probably not for any strategic reason except that it was there. They climb around the rubble, avoiding crossing the top of the debris so their motion isn’t easy to spot from a distance. Having lived in the ruins for years, they know all the tricks the adults use to sneak around.
“Too far,” Lisa whispers as the dark water beside them stirs. There’s a strong current running in the opposite direction, but there’s something down there, something following them in the river, fighting to keep pace as they move upstream.
Jenny sees it too. Her shoe slips on some loose rocks and several stones cascade down into the water, causing a flurry of excitement in the river. Too much excitement for her.
“I’m going back,” she says.
“It’s there. It’s right there,” Deon says, pointing. There is another hundred yards away, following the curve of the river. They could cut across the U-shaped bend to shorten the distance, but that would mean risking themselves in the open.
“What’s down there?” Lisa asks, pointing at the river. Like Jenny, she’s more interested in what’s here than what’s over there, and not out of idle curiosity. Both girls are scared.
Deon looks. He doesn’t know, that much is obvious from his carefree demeanor.
“Monsters,” Jenny says.
“There are no monsters. Come on. In five minutes, you’ll be eating candy and wondering what all the fuss was about.”
Jenny and Lisa look at each other. Deon’s already following the track along the riverbank, weaving in and out of the thick bushes.
“He could be walking into a trap,” Lisa says. She’s right. Jenny looks back at the crumbled buildings providing them with sanctuary and realizes Deon’s also right. There’s no certainty in life. No guarantees anywhere. They hide in holes in the ground, fooling themselves into thinking they’re safe. With the lights out, they pretend they’re safe, but they’re not.
“You know what’s funny?” she says to Lisa. “Back there, down in the basement, the noises from the war scare me. They’re the same out here. Louder even, but they don’t scare me.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. Maybe because I can see stuff. I can see the battle’s over there. Down below, it feels as though there are monsters creeping up on me.”
Lisa nods. She must feel the same way.
“Come on,” Jenny says, starting down the track after Deon.
“What if there is something out there? A monster?”
Jenny smiles, saying, “It’ll get him first,” and she’s only half kidding. If there are monsters, Deon’s her coal mine canary.
Weeds grow out of the path. Rats scurry away through the undergrowth. Their aquatic friend follows for a while, but seems to lose interest, or at least it wants them to think it’s lost interest. Regardless, Jenny sticks to the inside of the path, closest to the bank, not wanting to risk sliding into the water in the dark.
They watch as Deon crawls behind a concrete slab. A building on the far side of the park has collapsed into the river. The upper floors have fallen like gigantic dominos. The slabs are cracked and uneven, but largely intact, lying on top of each other.
“In here.”
Jenny follows, wondering how Deon knew about this place and wondering why they couldn’t have snuck away in the daylight to explore the building. It would be safer in the morning, but the adults are killjoys. They’d find some chore to keep them from venturing into the park.
Moonlight drifts in through the shattered upper floor. The roof has collapsed, but he’s right. Inside, there’s a 7-11 sign on the floor, along with crushed shelving. Most of the packaging either split open during the collapse or has been nibbled at by mice. There’s a soda machine and a Slurpee dispenser.
“Oh, man,” Deon says. “Can you imagine if that still worked?”
“That would be cool,” Lisa says, smiling at the thought.
Jenny catches some movement in the shadows beside her and her heart skips a beat. She turns, seeing a dark figure against the wall and laughs.
“It’s a mirror,” she says, looking at her dim reflection.
Lisa chimes up with, “Mirror, mirror on the wall. Who’s the fairest of them all?” 
“Will you be serious?” Deon says.
“There’s a storeroom,” Jenny says, pushing on a steel door. It creaks as it opens, which sends a shiver down her spine.
Deon pulls out his flashlight. Like most of the kids, he has a windup light. Forty to fifty cranks and the tiny LED will be good for half an hour. It’s not something they can use outside for fear of being spotted, but in here it’s ideal for exploring. The soft light ripples across buckled shelves and crushed cardboard boxes and—tentacles.
Deon whispers, “Fudge.”
Jenny was thinking of saying something considerably stronger.
A monster flexes in the darkness.




Machines & Monsters
Suction cups squish and squeeze as tentacles reach for the light. A single compound eye stares at the teens, swaying on a stalk protruding from a gelatinous blob no bigger than a loaf of bread. The body of the creature is flat, as if Earth’s gravity is too much for it to bear. An alien machine lies to one side, having crashed into the shelving when the building collapsed.
The three teens stand frozen like statues. Slowly, they back away, easing out of the storeroom, not taking their eyes off the monster. Tentacles flex and wave, stretching out toward the machine toppled against the fallen shelves. Rather than trying to reach the kids, the monster appears to want to get back to the alien contraption, but it’s pinned down.
Once the children have backed up into the 7-11, they run, scrambling out from behind the concrete slab and into the night. The teens sprint, pumping their legs and madly swinging their arms as they race along the riverbank. Within a hundred yards, they’re wheezing, gasping for breath. They stop beneath the shattered remains of the overpass, taking shelter in the shadows.
Jenny leans forward on her knees, sucking in air. Lisa paces back and forth, mumbling. Deon’s laughing.
“Did you see that?” he asks. “Did you see that thing?”
Lisa says, “The monster? Ah. Yeah. I saw it.”
“That really was a monster,” Deon says, shaking his head. “We found one. For real. A real live monster. Damn.”
“How did it get in there?” Jenny asks.
Deon points back at the fallen building. “Must have been in there when the floors came down.”
Between breaths, Jenny asks, “How long has it been trapped?”
“I dunno,” Deon says. “Days. Weeks. I’m not sure.”
“What are we going to do?”
“We’ve got to tell our folks,” Lisa says.
“They’ll kill it,” Jenny replies.
“Well, yeah,” Deon says. “That’s the general idea when it comes to war. You kill your enemies.”
Jenny is unusually calm. “Did you see the way it looked at us? It was scared.”
“It was scared? I
was scared,” Lisa says. “I was trying not to piss my pants.”
Deon laughs.
“I’m serious,” Jenny says. “I don’t think it meant us any harm.”
“How do you know that?” Deon asks. “Do you speak monster alien mumbo-jumbo?”
Lisa says, “It could be poisonous.”
“Then we won’t eat it.”
“You know what I mean. It could be dangerous.”
Jenny is resolute. “No more dangerous than creeping around a riverbank in the middle of a war.”
“You want to go back there?” Deon asks, picking up on her reasoning.
“Why not?”
“It could kill us,” Lisa protests.
“It couldn’t kill us. Did you see that thing? It doesn’t have any bones. It’s an introvert.”
“Invertebrate,” Deon says, correcting Jenny.
“Whatever.”
“What if it slits your throat?” Lisa asks.
Jenny surprises herself. “What if it doesn’t?” Coming face to face with an actual monster has dispelled her fears. The pathetic creature trapped in the storeroom is the antithesis of all her expectations. There were no fangs, no claws, no snarling or growling. “We could learn something. Think about it. No one’s ever seen one of these things… What do you do when you see a pretty beetle on a rock pile? Do you step on it and squish it? Or do you take pity on it and put it on the grass?”
“I’m not touching it,” Lisa says.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I’ll go back,” Deon says.
Lisa is defiant. “I’m not going anywhere near that monster.”
“Come on then,” Jenny says, turning to Deon.
“Wait,” Lisa calls out, trying not to be too loud, but Jenny and Deon are already bending beneath shrubs and working their way back to the fallen building. “Guys?” Down below, the water stirs and Lisa’s decision is made for her. “I’m coming too.”
Quietly, the three teens creep back into the shadows of the fallen building, stepping carefully on the floor, dodging plastic wrappers and empty cans scattered across the linoleum.
Jenny whispers, “Have you got your flashlight?” Deon hands it to her and she winds the crank. There’s movement in response to the sound. The creature is restless, thrashing around in the dark.
“Easy,” Jenny says, inching forward with the flashlight illuminating the door to the storeroom. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
“Not yet,” Lisa whispers, positioning herself behind Deon. She picks up a hunk of wood, holding it like a baseball bat.
For his part, Deon has his hands on Jenny’s waist, creeping along behind her. He whispers, “This is stupid, really stupid. Even for me.”
“Shhhh,” Jenny says, peering inside the storeroom and shining the light on the monster. The creature reacts, hissing and extending its tentacles like spears reaching out in all directions.
“There, are you happy?” Lisa whispers.
“It’s afraid,” Jenny says.
“I’m afraid. It’s a monster. Monsters know no fear.”
“And yet it does,” Deon says. They watch as the creature flexes back and forth, but it never moves more than a few inches. “It’s stuck.”
“Look at the shelves.” Jenny runs the light around the room. The monster’s body is pinned by the fallen shelves. The weight of its own machine, bearing down on the shelves, has ensnared it. “Give me a hand.”
“You’re not serious?” Lisa asks, watching tentacles wave through the air. Jenny hands Lisa the flashlight while she and Deon pull at the machine, which resembles a fridge without door handles. Lisa panics, shaking as she holds the flashlight on the creature. “It’s going to eat us.”
“It’s not going to eat us,” Deon replies. “Look at the size of it. Damn thing is smaller than a cat.”
The alien remains still, with its one eye intently watching the children, apparently understanding what they’re trying to do. They can’t lift the machine, but they can push it to one side so it crashes down on the floor beside them.
With the weight off the shelving, the creature can move. It climbs by slapping tentacles against the drywall and hauling itself up. Within seconds, it’s hanging from the ceiling with its tentacles splayed wide and its body sagging. One strange eye hangs upside down, watching the kids with curiosity. Unlike an octopus, the creature has dozens of arms instead of six to eight.
“Can we go now?” Lisa asks, her voice trembling. “I need to pee. I really need to go. Now.”
“It looks like a squid,” Deon says.
Jenny takes the flashlight from Lisa, holding it steady on the creature. The alien sways, not liking the light. Each of its tentacles moves independently. They ripple, flexing as the monster moves across the ceiling.
“It’s going for the machine,” Jenny says, backing up. As they watch, the alien drops, plopping onto the smooth white surface of the machine. There are cracks around the edges of the panels, barely a quarter of an inch wide but running the length of the box. They look like slits for ventilation. To their amazement, the alien squeezes through the tiny gap, twisting and contorting its body and squishing its tentacles, its torso, and finally its eye through the impossibly thin space.
“Whoa,” Deon says.
“Can we leave, please?” Lisa asks, tugging on Jenny’s shirt.
“Look at that!” Deon points at thousands of spindly arms protruding through the gaps in the machine like the legs of a spider, or better yet, a centipede. These aren’t tentacles, though. They’re mechanical, not biological. The thin, flexible spikes move independently, covering all the edges of the box. Suddenly, it’s no longer a fallen refrigerator—it’s alive. The box scurries across the floor with a surprising amount of speed and Lisa jumps, screaming. The machine uses the wall to climb, righting itself. Hundreds of tiny pinpricks mark where spikes dig into the drywall. With the box upright, the spikes retract from everywhere except the base.
Lisa whimpers. Her dress is wet. A puddle forms on the floor by her feet.
“I’m scared,” she says. “I’m really scared.”
“Me too,” Deon says.
“I’m not.” Jenny has found courage in curiosity. When monsters lurked in the dark, they were scary. When they seemed to creep up on her in the depths of the basement parking lot, they were terrifying. In her imagination, they had claws and teeth, and threatened to devour her, but facing an actual alien has quelled her fears. She sees the creature as alive—mortal, not supernatural. It’s hurt and afraid, she’s not.
“Yeah, time to go,” Deon says, backing into the store as the white monolith glides to the door on a sea of tiny legs.
“Don’t you want to see what it’s going to do?” Jenny asks.
Lisa says, “I want to see the sun rise.”
The three teens retreat to the edge of the fallen slab. The machine moves around the store, ignoring them. Although all four sides look the same, the box appears to have a sense of direction. It goes over to the Slurpee machine. Thin spikes and tentacles probe at the broken drink dispenser.
“Look,” Jenny says. Colored lights appear behind the cracked plastic on the Slurpee machine. A large screw turns even though there’s no fluid in the container. Tentacles reach from the safety of the white box, turning a tap on the wall. Water flows into the dispenser, but it’s dirty.
Lisa says, “It’s fixing it.”
“Why?” Deon asks. The white machine busies itself, moving through the 7-11, examining the cash register and a busted TV screen.
Jenny says, “It’s trying to fix anything that’s broken.”
Dozens of thin spikes manipulate an old computer case with astonishing dexterity. Screws are pulled from the back panel. The circuit board is exposed, along with electrical wiring and the power supply.
Lisa says, “I don’t like it.”
“Why isn’t it leaving?” Deon asks. “We’re at war, right? Shouldn’t it be trying to get back to its own people?”
“People?” Jenny asks, remembering stories about the people the aliens deprived of freewill.
Deon creeps forward, wanting to get a better look at the machine. “It’s ignoring us.”
Lisa says, “We should leave—before it slits our throats.”
“Doesn’t it seem strange to you?” Jenny asks.
“It is strange to me,” Lisa says, interrupting her.
“No, I mean, think about it. We’re at war. We have artillery and guns, armored personnel carriers and bombs.”
“They have refrigerators,” Deon says, completing her thought.
“Exactly.”
“Where are their tanks?” Lisa asks.
“Good question,” Deon says, and Jenny senses some of Lisa’s fear fading as well. Like them, she’s growing curious.
The machine begins straightening boxes, picking up scraps of paper and piling them on the bench. It’s hypnotic to watch candy wrappers being passed between hundreds of tiny legs as they’re lifted from the floor and placed on the counter. To Jenny’s mind, it’s like watching a centipede clean up.
“This thing couldn’t cut anyone’s throat,” she says. Neither Deon nor Lisa reply. “It couldn’t even fit down the aisle between our bunks.”
There’s a voice outside—a radio. A flashlight flickers over the concrete, exposing the gap in the slab. Jenny turns off her light. The kids hide in the storeroom, peering out from the darkness as a soldier climbs over the rubble and slips through the cracked concrete into the store.
“There you are,” she says. The machine turns. Hundreds of tiny legs scurry across the linoleum floor. The soldier holds out her hand, pressing lightly against the white panel as dozens of spikes reach for her. “I got your signal. Where have you been? Are you okay?”
Thin tentacles reach from beneath one of the panels. The soldier removes her gloves. A tentacle wraps around her hand, winding its way up the woman’s forearm. “It’s okay. I know. You were scared. You were trapped. But I’m here now. Let’s get you out of this place.”
In the pitch black of the storeroom, Lisa steps on some shelving lying on the floor. It’s metal and it clatters around under her shoes. In an instant, the soldier has her rifle leveled at the storeroom.
“Who’s there?”
She cocks the gun, pulling back on the bolt and loading a round into the chamber of her plasma blaster.
“Show yourself,” she says, “or I will incinerate that room,” but the machine trundles in front of her, blocking her view. “What are you doing?” she asks the machine, trying to line up a clear shot around the side of the alien refrigerator. The machine shifts sideways, keeping itself between her and the teens.
Jenny creeps out of the darkness and peers past the alien machine. She has her hands raised. Deon follows with his arms raised high. He could catch the ceiling should it fall. Lastly, Lisa sulks forward.
“Kids?” the soldier says, slipping her rifle back on her shoulder. “You’re just children. What are you doing out here after dark?”
Jenny hangs her head.
Deon says, “We were—looking for candy.”
“Candy?” the soldier asks, laughing. “Well, you didn’t find candy, did you?” She gestures to the machine. “Did you find him in there?”
Jenny nods, still not making eye contact.
“You freed him?”
She nods again, feeling as though she’s done something wrong.
“Are you going to kill us?” Deon asks.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” the soldier says, crouching and beckoning for the kids to come forward into the moonlight. The alien machine moves to one side, apparently finding something interesting over by the crushed remains of the stairwell.
“She’s going to cut our throats,” Lisa whispers.
“No one’s going to—” but the soldier stops mid-sentence. “What do you know about them?”
“The monsters?” Jenny asks, pointing at the machine as it dismantles a soda dispenser, methodically removing parts and piling them neatly on the ground.
The soldier hoists herself up on the bench, sitting with her legs crossed. She places her rifle beside her and reaches into her pocket, pulling out a granola bar. “Monsters are evil. That’s obvious, right? Big and scary. Nasty. But this guy’s not really a monster, is he?”
The teens nod in agreement. She tosses them the granola bar. Deon catches it.
“It’s not a trick,” she says. “We’re not monsters either.”
Deon tears open the package and takes a bite, offering some to Jenny. She tears off a chunk and hands the rest to Lisa, who looks at the bar carefully before shaking her head and handing it back to Deon.
“The worst of all monsters are the ones that smile. You look at this creature and see something unnatural by our standards. You see a monster. I see an ally. A friend. The real monsters are those that would cut your throats in your sleep.”
“Why would anyone do that to children?” Jenny asks.
“Why indeed,” the soldier replies.
Deon says, “Because they’re afraid.”
The soldier nods her head, asking, “Of what?”
“Of losing control.”
The soldier points at him. “Yes.”
Jenny’s mind casts back to the basement and the conversation between the adults. “Mom?” She wipes away a tear. “My mom?”
“I’m sorry, kiddo. I know you didn’t ask to be born on the wrong side of history, but shit happens.”
“But—but that can’t be true. It just can’t.”
Lisa says, “My mom would never do that.”
“You have to understand,” the soldier says. “The toughest thing for anyone to admit is that they might be wrong. Your mom is doing what she thinks is right. They all are. That’s the crazy thing. This is us. This is our history. Always thinking we’re right. Back in 1776, the British thought they were right. The Civil War. World War One. World War Two. Korea. Vietnam. Iraq. Afghanistan. No one’s ever fought for a side they thought was wrong, but at least one side is.”
Jenny doesn’t know where most of these countries are, or even if they still exist.
“But they took our freewill,” she says.
“Is that what they told you?” The soldier shakes her head. “You’ve seen it right? The squid. You’ve seen it outside its machine. Is it really that scary?”
The teens shake their heads.
“Look at what it’s doing. Does it look like it’s trying to take over the world?”
“No,” Deon says.
“It’s trying to fix things,” Lisa says.
“Exactly. Only some of us don’t want things fixed.”
Jenny stutters, “But—but we’re wrong? We can’t be wrong.”
“Do you want to know a secret?” the soldier asks. “Do you want to know what the scariest thing in the world really is?”
Jenny and Deon look at each other, unsure if they really want to know.
“It’s not monsters or alien machines… It’s change.”
“What are you going to do with us?” Jenny asks.
“Me?” the soldier asks in reply, pointing at herself and then the machine. “I came here for him, not you.” She chews on another granola bar. “Trippy, huh? The big bad soldier that wants to take away your freedom not taking away your freedom.”
“So, we can go?” Deon asks.
The soldier points at the crack in the concrete, saying, “Be careful out there. Keep your heads down. Stay in the shadows.” The three kids look at each other. “Watch out for monsters. Real monsters.”
Suddenly, no one wants to leave.
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” the soldier says. “I was once—”
A flash of intense, white light cuts through the air, ripping from the back of the store to the front in a fraction of the time it takes Jenny’s heart to beat just once. A wave of heat radiates from the pulse, singeing the hair on the side of her head. She cringes, ducking even though the bolt has already passed. The soldier keels backwards, tumbling behind the counter as the plasma round strikes her like a lightning bolt. Ash drifts from the shelves behind her. The smell of burning flesh fills the air.
“Quick, children.”
“Mom?” Jenny calls out. She’s in shock at the sudden burst of violence, the abrupt change from life to death. She trembles.
Her mother steps forward into the moonlight. Steam rises from the barrel of her rifle, wafting into the cool air. How long has she been standing there in the shadows? How much did she hear?
“We need to move out before reinforcements arrive.”
“Mom!” Jenny yells, more in horror than relief. Her mother holds her hand out for her daughter, beckoning her closer.
“Come with me. Now.”
Susan Culpepper hasn’t seen the machine. In the midst of the chaos in the store, it looks like part of the shelving, almost as though it were a display case. Then she catches its motion, seeing hundreds of legs sweeping along as the creature scurries toward the fallen soldier. Susan Culpepper swings her gun around and fires another plasma round. Jenny moves in unison with her, realizing what’s happening, and steps in front of the incoming fire bolt, waving with her arms, yelling, “No!”
The blast hits Jenny in the center of her chest, burning a hole clear through her ribcage, searing her internal organs, and reducing her heart and lungs to a seething mess of bloody pulp. Steam billows into the air as her body tissue vaporizes.
Jenny falls to her knees. She looks down at her smoldering clothes and scorched flesh. The crater in her chest defies belief, but there it is, still bubbling and boiling under the intensity of the heat. She chokes, unable to breathe, and collapses face first on the linoleum. Strangely, there’s no pain. A mixture of shock and severe nerve damage spares her the agony of those last, fleeting seconds.
“Jenny!” her mother yells, dropping the rifle and running to her side. Susan rolls Jenny over. Already, her daughter’s eyes have a glazed look. Jenny’s neck and jaw go slack, and she slumps in her mother’s arms. Dead.
Susan Culpepper flinches as a rifle barrel digs into the back of her shoulder. She turns, seeing the soldier towering over her.
“Get away from the girl,” the soldier says, barely able to stand. Blood drips from a burn on her shoulder still seething under the intensity of the plasma round. Her left arm hangs limp by her side. The muscle has been torn away. Scorch marks reach to the white of her bones.
“She’s my daughter,” Susan protests. The soldier kicks Susan, prodding her with the rifle, and she relents. Deon and Lisa slump against the wall, sliding down so they’re sitting on the linoleum with their backs to the storeroom. They’re in shock.
The machine advances on Jenny’s body.
“Don’t you touch her, you monster,” Susan yells.
The soldier plants her boot on Susan’s shoulder, shoving her against the wall next to the kids. She has the barrel of her rifle inches from her head. “You’re the monster.”
Hundreds of spindly arms protrude from the gaps lining the alien machine, grabbing at Jenny’s body and hauling it up so her frame is held against the white outer panel. Tentacles writhe from within, coming from the top of the box almost seven feet in height. To Susan Culpepper’s horror, they begin feeling their way down toward her daughter’s lifeless body. She holds her hand over her mouth as the bulbous alien with its solitary eye on a single thin stalk creeps out of the machine.
The soldier keeps both her rifle and her eyes on Susan, keeping her back to the creature.
“No, please,” Susan says.
“Mrs. Culpepper,” Deon says. “You don’t understand.” But it’s not that Susan doesn’t understand, it’s that she doesn’t want to understand. For Susan Culpepper, there’s right and wrong. There’s good and bad. There are angels and devils. She knows what’s right and no one can tell her otherwise.
The alien smothers the young girl, clambering over her face. Tentacles wrap around her neck, slithering over her shoulders and sliding across her burnt chest cavity. Jenny is being held aloft by hundreds of tiny spikes coming out of either side of the box, grabbing her with spider-like arms. Blood seeps from pinpricks on her shoulders, marking where the spikes dig into her skin.
The slimy creature positions itself over the smoldering cavity in the middle of Jenny’s chest. The alien nestles into the wound. It pulsates, pumping with the rhythm of a heart. Tentacles spread out across Jenny’s shoulders and neck, reaching down beneath her burnt clothing to her waist. Several tentacles disappear inside her nose and mouth.
“Leave her. Let her be,” Susan shouts. The soldier pushes the barrel of her gun into Susan’s shoulder, suggesting she’s more than willing to return the favor if Susan tries to intervene.
Seconds pass like days. Susan sobs, burying her head in her hands. The soldier steps back, resting the rifle on the counter as she applies a field dressing to her exposed bloody shoulder.
It takes almost five minutes, but suddenly Jenny’s eyes open wide in shock, staring straight ahead. She gasps, choking. Tentacles withdraw from her mouth and she breathes. She looks down at the alien embedded in her chest and panics, pulling herself away from the machine. The spikes release her and she staggers forward with the alien functioning as her heart and lungs.
“I—I,” she says, with her hands poised over the creature covering the wound in her chest. A single alien eye stares up at her. Sticky, gooey mucus seeps from around the edge of her exposed ribcage. The alien flattens itself, pulsating and slowly filling the wound entirely. The tentacles lining her face wrap themselves around her neck. Jenny touches at them gently and they respond, curling around her fingers.
“You’re a—a monster,” her mother says.
“I’m a—I’m alive,” she replies, barely able to speak.
Jenny staggers, unsure of her own legs. Her feet are clumsy. Deon and Lisa rush over, grabbing her.
“Hey, it’s okay.” Deon was always overly optimistic.
Lisa screws up her face at the prospect of being so close to the alien, but she loves her friend and wants to help, and yet she can’t take her eyes off the alien pumping blood around Jenny’s body.
“You should see yourself. You look—”
“Awful?”
“Amazing.”
If she could, Jenny would laugh. She sees the extent of her injuries in the mirror hanging on the wall. The alien has buried itself in an area roughly a foot in diameter, consuming most of her chest from her shoulders to her stomach. The pulsating mass providing her with life is strangely comforting rather than distressing.
Deon watches her looking at her reflection and asks, “What do you see?”
Jenny’s eyes settle on the reflection of the dull blue, cold, slimy alien skin as she says, “The fairest of them all.”
Lisa squeezes Jenny’s waist.
“On your feet,” the soldier says, kicking Susan.
“What are you going to do with us?”
“What happens next is up to you.” She kicks Susan’s gun into the storeroom and waves the barrel of her rifle toward the gap in the concrete slab. “Move.”
Deon and Lisa help Jenny, clambering over the rubble and out into the night. Susan follows with the soldier hanging back behind her. They step out into the moonlight and the path divides, with one section leading back to the plaza and the other carrying on toward the hills.
“Which way are you going?” the soldier asks. “Two years ago, I was where you are now. I was hiding in holes in the ground, fighting a war I believed in, but belief is not enough. I was wrong. I was fighting for pride, not principle.”
Susan remains silent.
“Do you know what the aliens changed within us?”
Susan doesn’t reply. Her eyes are fixed on the creature embedded in her daughter’s chest.
“Nothing. They didn’t change a goddamn thing. Sometimes, I wish they had. We changed. We finally saw the tribes we cling to for what they are—pathetic relics of our primitive past. You’re fighting for freedom from tyrants that don’t exist. You’re fighting your own paranoia. We’re fighting for change.”
The soldier slips her rifle over her shoulder and starts walking away down the track toward the dark mountains. Deon and Lisa follow, half-carrying Jenny between them.
“Wait,” Susan Culpepper calls out. “You’re just going to leave me here?”
No one replies.
“Jenny?”
Susan Culpepper has a decision to make. What’s more important, her pride or her daughter? She looks back at the shattered buildings dominating the skyline, noticing for the first time how they resemble a cemetery. Those crumbling, broken tombstones speak only of the dead so she turns and follows her daughter into the night.
The End




Afterword
Mirror, Mirror is a tribute to The Twilight Zone’s
The Monsters are Due on Maple Street.
I love the way The Monsters are Due on Maple Street used the concept of role-reversal, switching good guys and bad around, and I wanted to emulate the same idea in this story. We’re used to seeing stories from the vantage point of the righteous, so it’s interesting to explore life from the perspective of someone caught on the wrong side of history and consider the challenges they face when they honestly confront their own motives.
I think the best stories are a story within a story. How did Susan and Jenny end up in that basement car park in the first place? I don’t know. What will happen to Jenny now she’s on extraterrestrial life-support? Again, I don’t know, but that’s what makes the story resonate for me. It’s a small glimpse into a fictional world, a chance to enjoy seeing life from another angle.




BUTCH & SUNDANCE
Butch & Sundance first appeared in the phenomenal For a Few Credits More, an anthology within the Four Horsemen universe developed by Chris Kennedy and Mark Wandrey. The challenge here was to write something that fit within this well-established universe without straying too far from the central premise. Rather than going with mechs and mercenaries, I liked the idea of a backstory focusing around bounty hunters. 




Moscow
I hate myself.
Standing in the darkness, with the barrel of my gun inches from the old man’s head, I’m not sure quite how I ended up here in Moscow. Physically, it’s pretty damn obvious. I boarded a sub in Chicago—strapped into the commercial suborbital flight along with forty other people packed in like sardines in a can—and blasted into the mesosphere. At apogee, the skin of the orbiter went from negative two hundred to over five thousand degrees Fahrenheit in roughly a minute. Russia might be a shit hole, but I’ll never tire watching the fireworks on reentry. Ballistic drops are always worth the hefty ticket price, even if some of the older launchers are repurposed ICBMs with delta wings.
We glided in to Sheremetyevo spaceport on the outskirts of the Russian capital. Glide is an exaggeration. Sub-flights are bricks with wings. There are no second chances at approach, no fuel for go-around if we’re coming in long. Coming in short is worse. Like the shuttles of old, subs fall rather than fly. The pilot dropped our tin can like she was headed for the junkyard instead of refueling and returning to the US the next day.
The mark in front of me is a scientist born in Kyrgyzstan, a former Soviet state, a country that might as well still be in the Cold War. Aliens may have made contact, linking us with the Galactic Union and over thirty different interstellar species, but they still drive teams of horses to plow the fields in Kyrgyzstan. This poor bastard pissed off someone in the guild and he’s gonna pay.
Me? How did I get here inside this shitty apartment off Gorky Park? Thirty years ago, I thought hunting for bounties would be cool—adventurous. I guess everyone starts out that way, but eventually it’s about one thing—the money.
Most hunters like a public takedown. Perps tend to get flustered, taken off guard when they’re out and about. If they run, it’s a taser in the back. There’s something immensely satisfying about watching someone writhe and spasm in pain from fifty thousand volts. Zeus never had it so good.
Me? I don’t like to fight. I’m no coward, but bounties can be set for anything from fraud to rape—no one ever tells us. Frying someone’s heart or blowing their leg off when they’re being collared for the equivalent of a shitty parking ticket sucks. I’m too old, too soft. I need to harden the fuck up and stop being a Care Bear.
I flick the charge cycle and the gun hums. A tiny red LED glows in the darkness. My target stirs. He may have only just been roused from sleep, but he knows. He’s dreaded this moment for months. I doubt he’s slept soundly since his contract was released. He had to know this was coming, but he probably didn’t think it would go down quite like this. No doors being kicked in. No yelling. No pounding of boots. Just fifty thousand volts crackling next to his ear.
The woman asleep beside him stirs but doesn’t wake. Our eyes meet and I gesture to the door. Slowly, he gets out of bed, grabbing a pair of jeans and a shirt. I keep my distance, holding my gun at the ready so there’s no temptation for him to lunge at me. He seems resigned to his fate. No words are exchanged. He picks up a pair of sand shoes and sneaks out the bedroom door. I follow, closing the door quietly behind me. I’m expecting him to make a run for it, to bolt for the front door or try something stupid, like throw some furniture at me, but he understands that’s futile and only going to end in considerable pain.
I turn on a small lamp by the television as he sits and puts on his shoes.
“Please,” he whispers. “A note for my family. So they know.”
I nod. He grabs a scrap of paper and hurriedly writes something. I’ll read what he’s written before deciding whether to leave it. I’m aware this could be a ploy. Reading is a distraction. Even if I keep my distance, glancing down is a moment I lose ‘eyes-on’ and he could grab a knife, or a gun hidden under the pillows on the couch or taped to the bottom of a drawer. He’s been expecting this. Surely, he’s got some kind of contingency plan. I don’t buy the note as anything other than a distraction.
Tears fall as he writes.
You’re getting soft, Manning. Should have dragged his ass out of here. The prospect of avoiding a scene, though, has me second guess my instincts.
“Papa?”
Oh, shit. A kid stands in the hallway, rubbing her eyes.
“Go back to bed, honey.”
The kid stands there. My finger’s getting itchy. The job is to bring him back alive, but alive can be broadly defined. Generally speaking, a heartbeat is enough. As for collateral damage, that tends to be ignored. Fifty thousand volts is going to french fry a kid. Is this you, Manning? Really? You’d do that? You sick bastard.
“Get rid of her,” I whisper.
“Go,” he says. The girl is probably six or seven, too young to understand what’s happening, but old enough to remember. This is the kind of shit that messes people up for life. She yawns, turns, and shuffles back down the hallway. I gesture with my gun. Time to go.
He gets up and walks to the front door, leaving the note on the coffee table. I pull it close with the barrel of my gun, turning it around and glancing briefly at it.
I’m sorry.
I love you.
Goodbye.
No code, not that I can tell. No rambling. No signals. Just honesty. Fuck, I hate this shit. Bringing in scumbags is one thing. Suckers like this guy are another.
He opens the door. Floorboards creak softly. Outside, several police officers mill around. One of them’s smoking. Old world habits die hard. The crackle of a radio, muffled voices. I close the door.
“No trouble?”
“None,” I reply, passing an envelope stuffed full of rubles. It’s monopoly money given their crazy economy, but a couple of million rubles buys protection. The police here are basically the Mafia in all but name. I get a nod and a sneer. Job’s done. The law has been enforced. They’re gone.
“Down here,” I say, leading my perp to the landing at the far end of the corridor. I should cuff him, rough him up a bit, let him know who’s boss, establish dominance. Perps need to learn they’re helpless, so if an opportunity ever arises, they second guess themselves. A fat lip and a bruise under the eye doesn’t count as damaged goods, but his stooped shoulders and hanging head suggest he’s resigned to his fate.
What will happen to him? What happens to any of them? Don’t know. Don’t care. Don’t think about it, Manning.
He stops by the window at the end of the hallway. I shove him in the back, pushing him up against the wall with the barrel of my gun set firmly against his spine.
“Stay.” I’m peering out into the darkness. Not watching him. It’s important to understand haptics. Should he decide to make a break for it or try anything equally stupid, his muscles will tense, signaling his intent to my implants.
“Jesse, we’re ready for extract.”
In my earpiece, the response is, “On my way boss.”
I relax slightly and then shove him roughly back into the wall as though I’m trying to stop him from escaping, but he’s like putty. He’s not putting up any kind of fight.
With one hand, I open the window. The wind curls past, bringing the sound of sirens in the distance. A flyer drops down the alley, kicking up a storm. Jesse opens the gull-wing door and brings his craft up to the windowsill.
“Move,” I say. The perp climbs up, pauses for a second, probably to take one last look at freedom—however perverse that may be in Russia—and steps on the running board and then into the craft. The flyer sways slightly with the shift in weight, its gyros automatically compensating for the change.
Jesse looks at me without saying anything. I can see he’s not exactly thrilled about our perp not being cuffed and sitting directly behind him.
I climb in and sit next to the perp, jabbing his ribs with the gun as a gentle reminder not to move. Firing a taser this close would fry us both, but he doesn’t know that. For all he knows, I’m using projectiles. No thermic barbs, but he must think I’m carrying armor piercing rounds at least.
The door closes and we rise into the night, leaving bewildered neighbors staring out their windows wondering if we’re an unmarked police cruiser.
“Spaceport, boss?”
Normally, I’m ready to skip the country as soon as possible, as the prospect of local law enforcement accommodating someone with a bigger checkbook is always a possibility. The guild want this guy delivered to Argus-4, which means we need to get into orbit and jump on a freighter bound for a hyperspace shunt. It’s at least three hops to Argus, but—
“You don’t like it, do you?” the perp says. “Too easy, wasn’t it?”
I ignore him.
“How much are they paying you?”
“Shut it.”
This guy wouldn’t be the first one to offer to double my fee. Problem is, then I’ll have a price on my head. Money. It’ll be the death of me.
Jesse pulls up into a sky lane, merging with the other flyers and heads toward Sheremetyevo.
“Much chatter?” I ask. I can’t put my finger on why, but the perp is right. This went down a little too easy. The Russians are touchy about bounty hunters operating on their turf. The GRU is normally quite intrusive, but there’s no sign of Russian Intelligence monitoring our op. Either they’re damn good, or absent. Both prospects are equally troubling as both raise the same question—why? Why throw tier one surveillance at a standard bounty pick up? Or conversely, why ignore it entirely?
“Real quiet,” Jesse replies, reaching down and checking the police scanner.
“Too quiet?”
“You tell me, boss.”
Russia isn’t lawless—it’s that its laws are a racket. Even before the Galactic Union turned up on our doorstep, Russia was a blight. Justice is for chumps. Money is the only real law in this country. Rubles will get you anything from a flight to Antares to a sex slave—only slavery in this patch is generally a deliberate choice. It’s a ticket out of purgatory.
There should be chatter. Deals going down. Cops monitoring merchandise being offloaded by shady traders.
“What about inbound drops? Ballistic flights?”
“There’s been a few, but for a Friday night, this place is a ghost town.”
“You’re being played for a fool,” the perp says.
“I’m no one’s fool,” I reply, my finger tightening on the trigger. “Especially not yours.”
“Sheremetyevo’s coming up,” Jesse says.
“Keep flying,” I say. “What else is along this corridor?”
“Not much. A few small towns. It’s mainly forest and farmland to the north. St Petersburg is about five hundred clicks on this heading.”
“And Finland,” the perp says. “Smart.”
It’s as though he’s reading my mind. If we’re being set up, I want the authorities to think we’re making a run to Finland. It’s too far to reach, but if we’re being tracked, it’ll make someone nervous as hell as the flight time is only half an hour. If they panic, they’ll show their hand, and we’ll know what we’re up against.
The other flyers in the air corridor bank, veering on approach for Sheremetyevo.  Jesse follows normal protocol, gliding beneath the turn. My gun is still in the perp’s ribs, but I’m leaning over the back of the seat, watching the airport.
Air traffic control says, “RF155, this is Sheremetyevo. Comms check. Over.” It’s a not-so-subtle attempt at subtly asking us if everything is okay. They’re watching us like a hawk.
Jesse says, “Sheremetyevo, this is RF155. Confirm comms check. Over.”
“RF155, what is your flight plan? Over.”
Before Jesse can send a reply, I say, “Since when does an international spaceport care about a rental being flown into the country? Tell them we’re heading for St. Petersburg.”
Behind us, two flyers race into the air, avoiding the corridor and cutting across toward us. The lack of navigation lights suggest they’re military. I lose sight of them as they move away from the brightly lit port. Jesse relays our intentions and Sheremetyevo signs off rather too casually.
“You’re a pawn,” the perp says.
“I’m not liking this, boss.” Jesse sounds worried.
“Go dark,” I say. “Take us to the deck.”
“You got it.”
My stomach rises to my throat as Jesse dives for the ground. His fingers ripple over the flight controls. The first thing we did when we hired this bird was bypass the regular GPS tracking circuits and transponder unit—not so much out of paranoia as good OpSec. Most of my habits are poor. Too much booze. Loose lips. Overweight. But if there’s one thing I never cut corners on it’s operational security. Today, it’s paying off.
“Volga river is fifty klicks out. We could make a run for there and slip below radar, hugging the rapids.”
“No, those birds are going to have FLIR—they’ll pick us up in infrared.”
There are city lights ahead. I point. “We’ve got to disappear. Fast.”
“On it,” Jesse says as we plummet to five hundred feet.
The sun peeks over the horizon, lighting the sky in a blaze of orange and yellow. I can see a couple of dark smudges—our pursuit. If I can see them, they’re not more than a klick or two behind us. Too close for comfort.
“Heavy traffic?” Jesse asks.
“Yeah,” I say, noticing our guest is as interested in our followers as I am. He’s ignoring me and is more concerned about how quickly the military craft are closing on us.
“You think they’re mercs?”
Jesse swerves between buildings, well below the safety limit for flyers, which causes some alarm down on the street. Since the advent of hovering vehicles, the streets in most cities have become malls, often evolving into sprawling markets.
“Nah, these guys are straight. No mercs. Not yet.”
I’m dying to grill our perp. To bring down this kind of heat takes a special kind of asshole. What was supposed to be a simple snatch-and-grab is looking decidedly political and I’m wondering which factions are involved.
21st century politics got a damn sight more complex with countries being superseded by the guilds. Like the multinational corporations of yesteryear, the guilds essentially rule entire continents. For the most part, they’re content to leave individual countries alone, but when conflicts of interest arise, the guilds outmuscle everyone.
Jesse pulls up and starts racing through local traffic. Our perp is deceptively quiet.
“You thinking GalNet has something on this guy?”
“Nope.”
“Trade? Merchants? Mercenary guild?”
“Fly,” I say, not answering and not wanting to guess. I’m sure the perp knows.
This bounty was raised by the peacemakers, although their name is somewhat of a contradiction. In theory, they maintain peace throughout the galaxy. In practice, corruption, backroom deals, greed, ideology, and sometimes down-and-out stupidity rule the day. I’m not a conspiracy theorist, but I don’t buy the party line either. Loyalty is a tool to manipulate fools. Why ascribe cunning and deception when plain old dumb luck works just as well? People aren’t half as smart as they think they are and maybe that’s the peacekeepers biggest weakness. They’re boy scouts. Three finger salute, merit badges, fundraising drives and all. That makes them predictable, and if you’re predictable, you can be manipulated. Speaking of predictable, I’m kicking myself for jumping at a high paying ‘easy job.’ Nothing with big bucks is ever easy. I should have taken a good look at this mark. Should have done more background research before jumping in. Stupid.
Without an active transponder, we throw the air corridor into chaos. Computer nav units on the other craft switch to active radar to calculate our speed, trajectory and probable path, which has them swerving to maintain separation. Jesse is using their safety margins to hide us. By swooping close, racing up behind various craft, or peeling off behind them, we throw their computers into avoidance mode. It’s a bit like running through a flock of seagulls standing on the beach.
Jesse knows the drill. We’ve practiced evasion techniques dozens of times and he executes a dog’s leg perfectly, working the angles and finally cutting back and slipping into a parking garage as the troubled flock moves on. We hover a few feet from the ground with our windows down and guns ready. Jesse has a portable rocket launcher. I’ve switched to thermal barbs. Seconds tick by. Nothing.
“Keep us on the move,” I decide.
Jesse stows his rocket on the front passenger’s seat and I take one last look around. Sooner or later they’ll backtrack, so we can’t stay here.
“Where to, boss?”
“Moscow.”




Science
We merge into the civilian air corridor and fly at regulation speed back toward Moscow. Hundreds of military craft scramble in the other direction, swarming into the region. Fighters, troop transports, a couple of gunships and even a heavy bomber. As I watch, a cruiser begins deploying dozens of armored mercenaries. They jump from the open sides of their cruisers, using rockets to control their descent. It’s as though the knights of old with their polished armor and chainmail have swapped lances and horses for machine-guns and jet engines. The mercs fan out, landing near one of the markets. They think we’ve gone to ground and are looking to flush us out like dogs hunting pheasant.
“Keep her slow,” I say. “Let’s not draw any attention.”
“No shit,” Jesse replies, sitting behind a fuel tanker in the slow lane.
I lose sight of the mercs but they’ve got me worried. Mercs aren’t supposed to be operating on Earth. They’re supposed to be out on the frontier, clearing out hostile planets. Running a merc regiment on Earth is illegal, if the peacemakers are to be believed. That’s some serious heat just to run down a bounty hunter and a mark.
“Just who the hell are you?” I turn my attention to our passenger. The name I was given was Alexei Popov, but I’m guessing that’s fake. The wife and kids, though, I’m not so sure. It looks like he assumed a false identity and was trying to fly under the radar. I push the gun up under his chin, knowing the thermal barb in the chamber will make the barrel uncomfortably hot.
“Ebenezer Scrooge.”
“Fuck with me and I will throw you out of this flyer, and let them scrape you off the sidewalk.”
“Jonathan Harker.”
I pistol whip him, smacking the butt of my gun in the middle of his forehead.
“Doctor Moreau.”
“Head for Khodinka,” I tell Jesse, swapping the gun for some cuffs. “Wanna play cute, huh?” I slap the metal rings over his wrists, locking them tight. A second set of cuffs hooked over the link on the first secure him to the rear door handle. If Jesse pops the door, it’ll yank him out of his seat and dangle him in the slipstream. I smile, almost willing that to happen.
“This is bigger than you can imagine,” he says. “You’re nothing—disposable.”
“And you’re not?” I ask. “Remember, you’re the one with a price on his head.”
“You’re being used.”
“Any more shit from you, and we’ll deliver you at room temperature.” That shuts him up. Although I’ve been commissioned to deliver a pulse, a corpse will still get at least ten percent to cover costs. Right now, I’d settle for getting out of Russia alive.
“What are you thinking, boss?”
“Dimitri Belgoff is deputy head of Signals Intelligence. If there are mercs on the ground, he would have swung the rubber stamp.”
“You know him?”
“Only by cold-blooded reputation.”
“And you’re just going to waltz in there and have coffee with him?”
“Something like that.”
We descend into Khodinka airport, inside the ring corridor surrounding Moscow, and land on a commercial freight runway. The Kremlin is less than a minute’s flight time from here, but the real action happens in the Aquarium—the headquarters for the GRU, Russian Secret Service. Aliens may have integrated with human society, but rather than changing us, some of our worst habits have flourished. Paranoia. Selfishness. Greed. Manipulation. It takes more than a hyper-jump to change our base nature. Just as the KGB never really dissolved after the fall of communism, the GRU is stronger than ever these days. The Russians feel threatened by the guilds, so seeing them side with mercs is alarming. As relationships go, I imagine it’s a bit like two porcupines fucking.
“We’re going to have to ditch this thing,” Jesse says, and I know what he means. It’s only a matter of time before someone runs a physical check against a flyer with a faulty transponder.
“Do what you have to.” I climb out through the open gull wing and drop to the tarmac. “But keep him quiet and out of sight.”
A light rain is falling. I wrap my trench coat around me and walk calmly into the terminal. Domestic flights aren’t subject to arrival screening, although there are the ever present security cameras and facial recognition software, so I set my hat and angle it slightly across my brow. Computer algorithms are smart—too smart. But like most smart people, that means they’re easily fooled if you stray outside the norm. I’m five foot eleven and a bit, easily six feet tall when wearing boots. Computers know that. They take those kind of details into account, so bounty hunters like me lower our profile. It doesn’t take much, but when I’m on a job, I wear flats—hollowed out boots with almost no heel to throw off at least one metric. Padded shoulders in my jacket and a shorter, quicker stride and the algorithms already got three mismatches that will help undermine any correlation.
I slip a few cotton rolls into my mouth, pushing them up above my teeth. To the untrained eye, they look like cigarette filters, and I’m sure the NSA has wondered more than once why I keep ordering dental supplies, but positioning them high or low will change my cheek structure enough to fool the algorithms. To a human, it looks like I’ve got a swollen face, but computers aren’t that smart. All they do is measure the numbers. Beat the numbers, beat detection. Simple tradecraft like this has kept me alive more than once, and it’ll help me get into GRU undetected.
A couple of Mendorian critters walk in ahead of me. They’re brutes from a star system about seventeen light years away and are not known for their patience. I stay close, knowing eyes on them means eyes off me. Mendorians are ugly by human standards, but then, aren’t all aliens? Fluorescent blue tentacles, fishbowl eyes, teeth like a piranha—razor sharp and resembling a wood saw. Yeah, I’d be nervous if one of these guys smiled at me too.   
I paid a small fortune for a fake ID before coming to Russia and now my paranoia is paying off. I take the tunnel beneath the river, jumping on the metro for one stop, and get off beneath the Aquarium. Security is tight, which is good. If it was lax I’d be worried. I’m always happy when the other guy’s nervous.
A set of escalators takes me up to ground level. Armed guards carry machine guns. Amateurs. The Russian obsession with control means they’re slow adopters of alien tech. To be fair, bullets and plasma rounds are equally effective at perforating a body. With aliens from at least five different star systems wandering around Moscow these days, I’m guessing the guards are skittish as hell.
I present my ID at the security desk and ask for Colonel Dimitri Belgoff. Movies always get this shit wrong. Sneaking in through air vents is dumb. They’re a lot smaller than Hollywood suggests, and they’re noisy as hell. Sheetmetal flexing back and forth beneath two hundred and twenty pounds of alpha male is just plain dumb. Thinking you can waltz in because you assume there’s no building security is another surefire way to have your ass handed to you on a stretcher. Nah, nothing beats knocking on the door and being polite. Suspicion melts away.
The guard reads out the name on the ID and I hear the colonel replying over the phone, sounding surprised. Why break in when asking nicely will bring him down? Curiosity—it’s not just effective against cats. That’s the thing about humans. We’re as tough as nails when we’re prepared and in control. Catch anyone off guard, and they’re as weak as a baby.
Dimitri walks out of the elevators and through security, looking around for someone he might recognize. As there are three security desks in the lobby, spaced between the elevator towers, with seven guards wandering around, he’s confused. He talks to one guard, who shrugs, pointing at one of the other desks. That’s when I make my move.
“Good morning, comrade,” I say, slipping one arm over his shoulder and digging my blaster into his ribs with the other, carefully hiding it from view under my trench coat. ’Comrade’ is a nice touch. It’s cliche, but tells him something important. I’m not Russian, therefore, I’m not predictable, so don’t fuck with me. “Coffee?” I smile, pretending to laugh at something he said, as his face is as white as a sheet. There are so many people passing through the lobby, no one notices us walk out into the rain.
“Tell me about Alexei Popov.” I remove my arm as we walk through what the Russians consider a park in front of the Aquarium. Concrete seats line a gravel path. The focal point is a hideous concrete sculpture that could be the remains of reactor four at Chernobyl. I can’t imagine anything more depressing than working in a building called the Aquarium, looking out floor-to-ceiling glass windows at this monstrosity. Dimitri is tight lipped. The initial shock has worn off and his professionalism is coming through. I respect that.
“Does the name Ian James Manning mean anything to you?”
He looks at me as the realization hits. He’d have a short list of bounty hunters operating on Earth.
“I’m a dead man, right? You wanna join me? Plenty of room in this grave.”
“Popov is from Naukograd,” he says. “And this conversation never happened.”
“Understood.”
Naukograd is one of the old Soviet-era closed cities—cities that never existed on any maps until Google started publishing satellite photography. My Russian is a little rusty, but Naukograd means ‘science city,’ although science is a term of convenience. These cities are the shitholes where the Russians enslaved their scientists for decades, experimented with smallpox, developed thermonuclear weapons, and generally plotted the destruction of the planet. As I understand it, Naukograd isn’t one city, it’s dozens of secure research centers. It’s probably as much as Dimitri knows, even though he’s SigInt.
“There was an experiment.”
Here it comes.
“The results were inconclusive.”
Bullshit. If they were, there wouldn’t be a manhunt being waged by proxy. Whatever’s going down, it’s not being fought at my level. Popov is no fool. He knows Jesse and I are UPS—the pony express. We’re bit players, delivery boys. The peacemaker guild, the science guild, and probably the merc guild are locked in an arm wrestle over whatever Popov was working on, but this is a high stakes poker game—lots of bluffing, with no one willing to show their hand. I’ll see you and raise you, now turn over another card.
Given these three guilds are ostensibly on the same side, no one can be seen to be fighting the other. As for the Russians, it sounds like they were hiding Popov in plain sight. My police escort last night must have been a plant. Whatever I gave them was a bonus, a bit of icing on the cake. They were being paid by someone else, probably one of the guilds, as their allegiance to Mother Russia seems dubious at best.
Dimitri says, “You’ll never make it out of Russia.” It’s not a threat. He’s stating the facts. We were supposed to play nicely. Dump Popov on a flight to one of the space stations and take a paycheck. How the fuck did I screw that up? The number one rule for bounty hunters is don’t ask questions, and yet my gut still churns. There’s something horribly wrong about all this. They wanted this to be a simple retrieval. The history books would show a valid contract issued and enforced. Popov would be brought in to stand trial and then disappear. History is an illusion of convenience. But the Russians teamed up with mercs to secure his passage off world. Why would the Russians sell out one of their own?
Gravel crunches under our feet as we walk around the statue. At the moment, the only card in my hand is that Dimitri would like to make it home for borscht. Sometimes, silence is the best interrogation technique.
“Popov was in the biological warfare unit,” he continues. “He’s a geneticist. That’s all I know. I swear.”
I tell him,“Keep walking,” as I come to a stop by the entrance to the subway. Dimitri pauses. He’s expecting a KGB special—a bullet in the back of the head.
“Go.” He leaves with his hands slightly away from his sides, his fingers spread, telling me he’s not going to do anything stupid like reach for a gun, while trying not to draw the guard’s attention to himself. He’s not dumb. He knows his history. To avoid a scene, the KGB would walk a convicted man out to the courtyard, but before they got to the firing squad, they’d put nine grams in the back of his head, often just a few feet from the poor sap’s cell. Messy, but it avoided theatrics. No staring down your killer.
I suspect Dimitri’s done his homework on me. He knows I’m not a killer—or he hopes I’m not. The remote control taser badge is stuck to his shoulder from when I first nabbed him in the lobby says I’m not, but he doesn’t know that. Fifty thousand volts ought to numb his tongue for a good hour. As he reaches the automatic doors I hit the control, dropping him in the entrance and creating a bottleneck. That’ll cause maximum chaos and throw the building into lockdown.
Back at the airport, I hail Jesse. A bright red Lamborghini with its fins extended beneath its fuselage glides down from the clouds. The hover jets kick in at the last minute and the sports flyer pulls up, flaring as it touches down. A gull wing door opens and I climb in.
“Good to see you’re keeping a low profile.”
“It belongs to Luzhkov.” The blank look on my face must speak volumes. “Oligarch. He’s the Speaker of the Duma.”
“And he won’t miss a red Lamborghini?”
“He’s got dozens of them. It’ll be a month before he realizes this baby never made it back from the shop. Besides, this bad boy will pull close to MACH 1, which could come in handy.”
Popov is sitting in the back with cuffs on and duct tape over his mouth. I reach back and rip it off. Tiny red dots of blood appear where he used to have facial hair. He won’t need to shave for a month.
“What did you find out?” Jesse maneuvers the Lamborghini to a charging station.
“Our pretty boy is a scientist. Geneticist. Weapons R&D. The peacekeepers want him, only he’ll never make it out there alive. The Russians want to look compliant, but they’re in league with the Mercs. It’s all an act.” I reach in and undo his cuffs. “Get out.”
Jesse looks at me, surprised. I back up, gesturing with my blaster, yelling at Popov. “I said, get.”
Popov asks, “What are you doing?”
“Going off-script,” I tell him. “Dumping your ass here at GRU.”
“You can’t.”
“Why?” I climb back in the Lamborghini, making as though I’m ready to leave him standing on the tarmac.
“They’ll kill me.”
“Why?” Same question, but entirely different now the context has shifted. He looks at his shoes.
“Your family is already being exfiltrated, aren’t they?”
He nods.
“You’re a traitor to the Russians, a liability to the peacekeepers, a weapon to the Mercs, and a paycheck to the oligarchs. Is that about it?”
Again, he nods. 
“Did I leave anyone out?”
He shakes his head. “Please.”
“Why should I care?”
“The Canavar.”
“The Canavar are a myth,” I snap. “At best, they’re a legend. They’re extinct. There’s no more Godzilla or King Kong or whatever the fuck they were supposed to be.”
“That’s what they want you to think.” The rain mats down his hair, rolling down his face like tears.
“Who?”
“The science guild.”
“Now, we’re getting somewhere.” The science guild are supposed to be the gatekeepers. They’re the glue that holds the Union together. Without them, everything falls apart—the cartographers, the traders, the peacekeepers, the mercs—none of it works without the brains. I put my feet up on the side of the open door, getting comfortable, knowing he feels horribly exposed standing on the tarmac with security cameras on all the terminal buildings. If anyone decides to look at this old guy standing in the rain, facial recognition is going to go ballistic. Us? We’ll simply fly away. He’ll be surrounded in less than a minute. I want him to feel particularly uncomfortable.
“There are limits to what the mercs can do, even with their power armor.”
“So they’ll make bigger mercs,” I say. “Something like the Raknar. Big nasty robots.”
“Don’t you think that if they could, they would have done that already? They can’t. Material strength doesn’t scale. An ant can lift a thousand times its own weight. We can’t. There are physical limits.”
“And that’s where you come in?” I ask.
“Yes. Yes.”
“So how does a geneticist overcome the physical limitations of a machine?”
“CRISPR but not on the germ-line. Somatic manipulation. Your cells.”
That’s meaningless to me. I turn to Jesse, winding my hand in the air, indicating it’s time to leave.
“No, wait. Please.”
I raise two fingers, and Jesse lowers the revs.
“Imagine if you could engineer your warriors. Not from birth. But on each specific mission. Giving them features adapted to a specific goal. Imagine if you could give someone the burst speed of a cheetah, the muscle density of a gorilla, or the crush resistance of a blue whale, allowing them to operate in a high-gravity environment without a power suit. Or the ability to see polarized light. Or increase their offensive capability. They could have the strike power of a Mantis shrimp, hitting with ten thousand times the force of gravity. Canavar wouldn’t stand a chance.”
“Neither would mercs.” I suddenly understand their interest in intercepting Popov.
Jesse exclaims, “Holy shit!”
“And this is possible?” I ask. “This isn’t just theory?”
“I’ve engineered a virus to impart genetic sequences. We have had success—applying and reversing. Catch a cold and two weeks later body adaptations begin kicking in.”
It’s no wonder the peacekeepers want this guy. They want to secure his research, but without alarming too many people on Earth.
“Who knows about this? Your research, I mean. How widespread is it?”
Popov stammers, “My—my team.”
“Your team’s dead, right?”
He nods.
“And your records?”
Popov points at his head.
“Oh, that’s bad,” Jesse says.
“Get in.”
Popov climbs in the flyer, slumping on the backseat. Jesse lifts off, taking us up into the dark clouds.
“I don’t understand,” Popov says. “Why isn’t this a good thing? We can protect ourselves from the resurgence of the Canavar.”
“For a smart guy, you sure are dumb,” I say. “An arms race is predicated on gradual change. You make a better missile, the other guys beef up their defense. They make their missiles smarter, you counter. It’s a seesaw, rocking one way, then another, but you—”
“You’ve changed the rules of the game,” Jesse says.
“What was well understood—”
Jesse completes my thought, “Is now meaningless.”
“Whoever ends up with this tech is going to have a massive advantage over everyone else. They’re going to get to dictate the rules. Other factions will try to reverse engineer it, but having a head start could mean winning the war.”
“What war?” Popov asks.
“The civil war you just started. It’s cold today. Hot tomorrow.”
The gravity of what’s happening seems to finally hit home for Popov. He stares at his hands as though they’re stained with blood. They might as well be.
“What was the plan? Who was going to look after your family?”
“They—they were going to flee with the help of the science guild.”
“Help?” I say, trying not to laugh. “In my line of business, that’s not help. It’s leverage.”
“What have I done,” he mumbles. His hands are shaking.
Jesse looks at me. He mouths the words, “Should’ve left him down there.”
I know.
“What am I going to do?” Popov moans, but he’s not asking us. He’s still staring at his trembling fingers.
“Where to, boss?”
I’m looking at a map. “Southeast. Join the air corridor to Kazakhstan. If we make the border, we’ll run on silent down across the Caspian, over Azerbaijan and Armenia, until we hit international waters in the Black Sea.”
“And from there?”
I love this kid. Optimist. We probably won’t make it out of Moscow airspace once they realize we backtracked and hit Dimitri.
“If we make the Straits of Bosphorus, we cut down toward Greece, and Popov here claims political asylum. Hell, I’d settle for asylum in Turkey, but they’re liable to turn us over to the Russians.”
“The peacemakers are going to come after us,” Jesse says. I really do love this kid. He could jump ship if he wanted to, make his way out of Russia on the next suborbital, but he’s in for the long haul.
“They won’t give up,” I tell him. “You know that, right?”
He grins. Dumb bastard will die with that grin on his face, and I’ll die with him, squeezing off one more round. Butch Cassidy never had it so good with Sundance.
Popov says, “It’s me, isn’t it? Dump me and your problems are gone.”
“Oh, it’s not that simple,” I reply. “Cross the peacemakers, and they’ll ensure you have peace with your maker.”
“There’s got to be another way.”
“Spoken like a true scientist.”
Jesse banks, joining a flight around the capital. Tourists are busy snapping shots of the Kremlin. We join them, faking our interest by tilting the Lamborghini, blending in, trying to avoid the attention of a mobile air block setup by the police.
“Science,” he mumbles. “Publish or perish.”
“What?”
“Publish or perish,” he repeats. “It’s the mantra among scientists. If you want to stay relevant, you’ve got to publish research papers.”
“Or you perish?” I ask, not getting his point.
“In academia, yes.”
I laugh. I know what he’s thinking. “Jesse, make for the public library.”
“Huh?”
“You understand, right?” Popov asks.
“Publish or perish,” I say. “Yes. You’re only a threat until you publish. While it’s all on you, everyone’s after you.”
“But publish,” he says.
“And the genie’s out of the bottle. The playing field is level.”
“Exactly.”
Lights flash behind us. A siren sounds.
“How long do you need on GalNet?” I ask.
“For a basic paper—couple of paragraphs outlining background, theory, technique, highlighting dead ends, documenting chemical pathways and splicing—an hour or two. It’ll be rushed, but that would give other scientists enough clues. They’d be able to replicate my work and piece together the next steps.”
“Do it,” I say, “We’ll run interference.”
Jesse brings the craft down, swinging around the central library across from the Kremlin, opening both gull wing doors. Popov slips over the side wing, rolling to the ground opposite of the police cruiser tailing us. A Russian police officer walks over. He seems rather casual, but I can see his partner running our plates. Right about now, he’s probably wondering if he’s pulled over the son or brother of an oligarch. He’ll be polite initially, not wanting to ruffle feathers.
“Your papers?”
I say, “Right here, Officer,” leaning across Jesse and pulling my blaster from my jacket. I hit him in the chest with the taser and his body shakes. He falls to the pavement convulsing.
Jesse floors the Lamborghini and I buckle in for a rough ride. The police cruiser starts pursuit. Several other cruisers swoop down from the clouds, joining the chase. We lead them away from the library.
“Let’s see what this bad boy can do.”
As we lift into the air, I can’t help but feel both trepidation and excitement. There’s only one way this can end. It’s going to be ugly—messy, but if we can buy Popov time to get the word out, we’ll get the guild off our back. I’m not sure how many laws we’ve broken, or if we’ll end up rotting in a Russian jail, but the next hour is going to be epic. Knowing how well the skies of Moscow are covered, we’re going to be front page vid for the next week at least, and that should spread public awareness. Who knows, maybe we’ll shake them. Not likely, but sure beats running like a dog with its tail between its legs. Yeah, Jesse and me are just like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.
“Yeeehaw!” Jesse yells, pushing the flyer into a barrel roll as he tears headlong through the air corridor.
The End




KILLER
Killer was first published as a Kindle Worlds short story within Nick Webb’s Legacy Fleet series and focuses on a pivotal battle that opens Nick’s first book, following the conquests of the starship Constitution in the defense of Earth. With the close of Kindle Worlds, Samuel Peralta has launched Chronicle Worlds to keep these stories alive.
Synopsis: In the days before the second Swarm war and the attack on Valhalla Station, Jacqueline Kilkenny is piloting a top-secret attack craft on a training run below the plane of the solar system. Killer, as she’s known, is anything but violent. She’s cool and calm under pressure, but what can she do to help the starship Constitution in the battle to save Earth?
The idea for the title ‘Killer’ came from my old boss, who had a friend with the surname Kilkenny (I think) but everyone referred to him (affectionately) as ‘killer,’ much to his bewilderment. I thought that misnomer provided a nice launching pad for a story. For context, the acronym IDF stands for Interplanetary Defense Force, while ISS is the Interplanetary Space Ship as used in the Legacy Fleet series.




Replacing the Constitution
“Take her deep,” Commander Raddison says. “Prep for silent running. I want a repeating S-curve through the Southern Hemisphere conducted at under 10e.”
No one on the bridge of the Excalibur dares speak. Fingers ripple across control panels. Neural interfaces glow, humming with activity. Jac finds the neural skullcaps annoying. Her family is originally from the north of Scotland and her fair skin and bright ginger hair are out of place among the crew of mostly men. Hundreds of tiny needles prick at her skin, on the verge of breaking through and drawing blood. The medicinal alcohol used to prep her skin, along with her buzz cut hair, makes small scabs common. The skullcaps are equipped with electrodes to improve the signal fidelity by burning through any scabs, which sets up a vicious cycle no one enjoys, least of all Jac. She would love to strap one of the designers in beside her and have them enjoy the pleasure of neural pulses for a day or two.
“Killer, keep that engine bloom below 200,” the commander says.
Jacqueline Kilkenny responds, “Aye, sir.” She hates the name Killer, as apart from being in the IDF, she’s as gentle as a lamb. Perhaps that’s why everyone calls her Killer—it’s an inside joke. As she can be a little cold and detached with strangers, it must seem quite literal to those outside her immediate friends, but she’s a vegan. Back home, she enjoys riding horses, running a small hydroponics farm, and walking on the numerous tracks around Loch Lomond—hardly the hobbies of a psychopath.
Commander Raddison seems to take her nickname at face value. Jac does her best to be professional and precise regardless. She works with her hands, running them over the interfaces controlling the engines while using her mind to express commands to the central computer so as to maintain engine efficiency. Her skullcap pulses. The skin on the back of her head itches.
“Make no mistake,” the commander bellows. “This is not just another war game. As far as you’re concerned, we are at war. Fleet command may say the Swarm is no longer a threat, but you’re a fool if you think that. That’s simply what they want the public to believe. Seventy-five years is a long time—enough time to get complacent—enough time for the fleet to go soft, but not us. Not the Excalibur. Never forget.”
“Never forget,” the crew on the bridge mumble in a response honed by decades of memorial services. All Jac has ever known of the Swarm is the annual dawn service on the beach at Carlisle, where an alien cruiser crashed during the war, unleashing dozens of smaller fighter craft. Forty-seven thousand men, women and children died before the Swarm fighters were destroyed. In the context of the hundreds of millions that died during those dark days, their loss is trivial, but it represented over half the population of that tiny seaside town. Her earliest memory is of the bronze plaque at the base of the memorial overlooking the bay. She remembers touching the cold metal, running her fingers over the raised letters. It was a bitter, overcast day. The rain came down in sheets. Waves broke on the shore, thundering against the rocks and kicking up spray, still angry at the pointless loss of life. The alien craft had long since broken up and slipped beneath the waves, leaving only the raging Irish Sea. Those parts of the craft that could be salvaged were, and long before she was born scientists began the tedious process of reverse engineering alien technology. Although she can’t be sure, Jac likes to think that some of the controls and interfaces on the Excalibur came from that craft—it’s her way of finding meaning in the tragedy. Never forget.
Raddison’s right. Time softens all wars and they exist only in the nostalgic fantasies of the media or the blurred shock of veterans. Jac’s parents were under the age of five when the Swarm assaulted Earth, so even they don’t remember much beyond the fear that engulfed the planet. Her grandfather was stationed on Europa and was one of the first to fire on the Swarm fleet as it passed Jupiter. The story of what happened has been embellished over the years and has taken on the mythical proportions of the Alamo. Outgunned and overwhelmed, the temptation for Europa was to stay quiet and watch as a fleet of alien warships used the gravity of Jupiter to slow their entry into the solar system. But her grandfather, the original Killer, was no coward. Perhaps there was merit in not giving away their position, as early observations revealed fleet composition, providing the ships in Earth orbit with a few hours warning about the nature of the threat, but humanity is built on heroics and Killer took the fight to the Swarm. It was suicide. Or was it? Does anyone really want to die when they’re scared to death? The documentaries about her grandfather make him out to be a hero, but Jac suspects the truth is simpler—he did what he thought was right. To fight against insurmountable odds seems to be ingrained in the nature of Homo sapiens. For Jac, the opportunity to serve in the IDF as her grandfather did is an honor. Killer or not, she’s determined to do her family proud.
Jac focuses on her task, piloting the Excalibur through the dark void of space. Over the course of the next few hours, her attention barely wavers. Her focus is resolute and without distraction. The mind-link with the Excalibur allows her to control the flare and pitch of the engines with the dexterity of an artist modeling clay, transforming it from a moist, squishy lump into a sculpture. She keeps the engines cool so they can’t be tracked with thermal imaging and weaves the Excalibur through a series of S-curves some fourteen light hours below the ecliptic—deep beneath the plane on which the planets orbit. The maneuver is intended to throw off any pursuing ships. For this exercise, the ISS Breman is acting as the pursuer. If the Breman can track and lock onto the Excalibur, they win the war game.
“The latest odds are in,” Commander Raddison says. “They’re putting us at 150 to 1.”
“I’ll take some of that action,” Ensign James says. James and Jac are bunk buddies, but that doesn’t mean what most people might assume. The crew of the Excalibur are on duty in 16 hour overlapping shifts, meaning three people share each bunk. Space is at a premium on the Excalibur as she was built as a stealth attack craft. No consideration was given to long-term housing arrangements and the bunks are located in the missile storage room.
“You wish,” Jac replies. She knows better than to let her attention wane with idle banter, but after almost seven hours, she needs a mental break, even if it is compressed into a mere two words. James laughs. Like her, he knows there’s no way of communicating with the Oort base to place any bets without giving away their location.  
“Bring her up to six light hours, Killer. I want to take a good look at their defense structures,” the commander says.
“Aye,” Jac replies, knowing his few words will cost her a couple of hours effort. With a war game underway, all normal functions are suspended and the crew is to rock till they drop. It’s going to be a long shift, extending into two or three Terran days at least. The modified q-drive on the Excalibur allows Jac to phase in and out of luminal speed, at times exceeding the speed of light, at other points dipping below as she guides the spacecraft through its cosmic ballet.
Stealth is more important than speed. If the Excalibur can negotiate the southern minefield and approach to within a light hour of Earth then the intrusion is going to be a huge embarrassment to fleet command. Earth’s defense is supposed to be impenetrable, while the Excalibur is supposed to be undetectable. Someone’s going to lose and Jac is determined not to be on that team. She may not be a killer, but she’s fiercely competitive. The distances involved in space warfare are insane. Even when they finally close to within a light hour, the Excalibur will still be well beyond the orbit of Saturn, although far below, rather than out to the side of the gas giant.
The Excalibur is classified beyond-top-secret, meaning although she’s intended to replace aging warships like the Constitution and the Jamestown, no formal records have been kept of her existence in the fleet computer system. She’s been kept off the books so the Russians and the Chinese can’t steal the technology and use it for their own ends. Embarrassing fleet command like this will raise some eyebrows among the Chief of Staff, but it will go no higher, and at this distance, won’t be picked up by the public. That is, if Jac can pull off the maneuver.
Radar pings resound through the smart steel hull. The pings come from navigation buoys scattered at a distance of 15 light minutes throughout the solar system. Although 15 light minutes sounds close, it’s further than the distance from Mars to the Sun. If the buoys pick up a response and can triangulate that across several detections, they’ll relay that information to the Breman almost instantaneously using meta-space comms and the game will be up.
The Excalibur has been coated with radar absorbing materials that make her darker than coal. She absorbs rather than reflects pings, but the noise resounds through the interior, unnerving the crew as they pass close by a buoy.
Jac works with James as she weaves the Excalibur through the virtual star field. Using his neural interface, James feeds her impressions of the Southern Hemisphere from multiple angles, representing the known positions and calculated courses for the Breman along with the location of the near-Earth defense grid. Fleet is expecting a northern approach as the Excalibur has been rehearsing above the plane of the solar system for months leading up to the exercise, but that’s a feint by Raddison. Few commanders would throw their crew into unknown space, but Raddison is confident in Jac, James, and the fire team on the Excalibur, and like Jac, he’s determined to win.
The feed from James requires absolute concentration. The only real threat of detection arises from occultation. Should the Excalibur pass in front of a star as viewed from the Breman or any of the dozens of defense stations in the various Lagrange points around Earth, it’s game over. They’ll establish lock and fire a homing missile. Even though the Excalibur could outmaneuver an incoming missile, the heat produced by her engines during rapid course corrections would make her visible in infrared and subject to more incoming shots. Jac has to weave her way through the darkness, gently caressing the path of the Excalibur to avoid invisible trip lines—the path of light from thousands of nearby stars intersecting with the moving position of the Breman, which is also trying to remain cloaked. Cat and mouse. For cats, it’s fun. Not so for the mouse.
“Easy on the route,” Commander Raddison says. “We’ve lost the Breman.”
Not good. The Breman’s gone quiet and is probably changing course so as to set up a series of fresh occultations—wanting to catch the dark hull of the Excalibur blotting out any one of thousands of distant stars.
Sweat drips from Jac’s forehead as she works with the directional nozzles to ride up and around a series of light beams no one can actually see. Raddison watches a three dimensional representation of the space around them and flinches. He’s realized she’s taking the long way over the top of these potential tripwires rather than ducking beneath, but there’s method behind her approach. He may not realize it, but by taking this more difficult U turn maneuver, she’s avoiding a bend fifteen light minutes distance where she’d be forced to expose the rear of the Excalibur to the Breman’s last known position. That would drastically increase the probability of detection as the Breman would potentially have a clear sight of the engines. If she went that way, she’d need to cool the outflow considerably to avoid detection, which would compromise maneuverability, so she’s taking the high loop instead. Raddison may not like it, as it seems risky, but he remains silent, trusting her judgment. In the debrief, she knows this will come up, and she’s confident she’s made the right call.
“Killer, you have ice in your veins,” Raddison says as she weaves the Excalibur between forty different tripwires representing the light from distant stars intersecting on their paths to various possible positions for the Breman and the detection array at Earth’s L2 and L3.
“Just like pickup sticks,” Jac says, referring to a childhood game she loved—one where long, slender sticks were dumped in a pile and had to be meticulously retrieved without bumping each other.
“Nice work, Killer,” the XO says. Praise from him is rare. Jac smiles, but quickly sets her focus on the next mesh of invisible paths carrying light from distant stars to the known defense locations around Earth. She’s also calculating for minelayers, small ships constantly shifting traps throughout Lagrange points. Their detection equipment isn’t as good, but she doesn’t want them to get lucky. And then there’s the wildcard, the joker in the pack. Where the hell is the Breman? Jac has to be overly careful not to ignore any light path that could potentially be picked up by the Breman, but with a q-drive, it could be anywhere in the system. With her mind-link, she sets the computer to scan for heat blooms that would give away any q-drive jumps in the Southern Hemisphere and keeps the region where she last saw the Breman isolated while mapping her course toward Earth.
Technically, Jac is third in command on the Excalibur, although no one seriously thinks she’d ever actually take the lead. As principal pilot and senior science officer, she’s trained in how to run the dozens of subsystems on the craft, while the ensigns are specialized in their roles. As much as she’d love to be in command, she prefers having her hands on the controls. Trusting someone else is tough, and she respects Raddison and the XO for the confidence they have in her. In the 18 months she’s been on the Excalibur, they’ve never questioned her judgment. 
Still, the pings resound through the hull, being absorbed by the craft rather than reflecting back into space. The Breman is out there somewhere. The noise is driving her crazy. Even though this is an exercise, it’s live-fire. If they get a lock, they’ll start popping charges. Nothing strong enough to breach the hull of the Excalibur, but it’ll give them one hell of a headache.
“Bring us about,” Raddison says, indicating their S-maneuvers have taken them deep enough. “I want to take a run at southern defense. Let’s light them up with a battery of starbursts.”
Jac wants to cry out, “Are you serious?” but she remains composed. There was nothing in their preflight orders about a run at Earth defense, just an approach to one light hour. Raddison’s overconfident. He’s always been at odds with fleet command, and now he wants to embarrass them by showing them Earth’s defenses are vulnerable.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he says. “And you’re right. We’ve moved beyond military into politics.”
He’s damn right he knows what we’re thinking, Jac impresses to James through the neural net. A stunt like this—played out before the Russians and the Chinese in an election year will cause havoc.
Easy, Killer, James impresses in reply. We haven’t made it yet. Jac isn’t impressed by his response. As part of the command group, she would like the opportunity to talk about what’s happening and why. She’s uncomfortable being used as a pawn, but the military has never been a democracy. Is Raddison acting as a proxy for one of the parties calling for more military spending? Is that his angle?
“We’re vulnerable,” Raddison says, and for a moment she wonders if he’s reading her thoughts, but he’s not wearing a neural cap. “Don’t think we’re safe. We’re not. Yes, we have smart armor. Yes, we have early warning stations. Yes, we have kinetic weapons and nukes. Yes, we have easily ten times the defensive structures we had during the first war, but none of this has been battle tested on the Swarm. If they have anything even remotely as cloaked as the Excalibur, they could cut right through into the heart of our defenses.”
He’s right, James impresses. Jac is silent. Pings continue to resound through the hull. Raddison will lose his command. He doesn’t care. Given his career, he’s probably already in line for a seat in Congress. As for the crew of the Excalibur, they’re expendable. Every crew knows that, but ordinarily that’s in terms of battle, not politics. Jac is ready to fight to the death, but she’s not sure she’s ready to fight herself into Leavenworth.
“You’re thinking about the Constitution?” the XO asks, and everyone on the bridge knows he’s referring to one of the few surviving ships from the first war.
“She’s being decommissioned on Luna,” Raddison replies. “What grander statement could we make than to park the Excalibur alongside her?”
“The old with the new,” the XO says.
“Once the President sees how effective the Excalibur is she’ll have no option but to support the War Bonds amendment and retrofit the entire fleet with this technology.”
“And that’s worth your career?” the XO asks.
“For the sake of the planet, it’s worth yours as well,” Raddison replies with a laugh.
“Fair point,” the XO says. “I can live with that.”
Both men are in their nineties. They were both teenagers during the first war. Neither has forgotten. For them, ending their careers this way is noble. For Jac and the others, though, dishonorable discharge is their best hope as this stunt will be seen as a violation of the Technological Secrecies Act. Jac starts to say something, but Raddison seems to anticipate her dissent, saying, “Stay focused, Killer.”
The Excalibur comes around on a course for Earth. Jac could blow this. She could stray into one of the star lines. She could allow the engines to heat, but Jac understands that wars are fought and won long before bullets start flying. Raddison’s right. As there haven’t been any encounters with the Swarm in the better part of a century, no one really knows if the Earth’s defenses are strong enough. The Swarm may never return, but if it does, it shouldn’t get a free pass. Given the Excalibur has been built by enhancing Swarm technology, there’s a valid point to be made if she can breach Earth’s defenses.
“Aye, sir,” she replies.
That a girl, James impresses. I’ll visit you in Leavenworth. Promise.
Smartass is all she provides in response, and she wonders if that will be maintained in the impress logs for review during court marshal. The engine flares slightly as the craft passes through a thin stream of stray hydrogen. She’s distracted. She cools the nozzle, maneuvering so as to cover the brief heat bloom with the thermally dark body of the starship. If Raddison notices, he doesn’t say anything.
“How are we looking?” the XO asks, but he’s staring at the hologram. He knows. He wants to hear this from Jac, and that becomes even more apparent when he adds, “Killer?” Oh, here’s one for the court marshal. Jac tries to keep her comments neutral so nothing seditious could be read into their meaning.
“The Breman is way off course,” she says. “They’ve taken the bait and are looking in the dark regions of the Coal Sack. I’ve kept us out in front of densely populated star fields, where they’d assume we’d be easy to detect.”
“How have you kept us hidden?”
“Rather than keeping propulsion low and trying to mask our engine bloom, I’ve stayed high, on the cusp of detection, but at levels similar to the background of the Magellanic Cloud, blending in with her radiation.”
“Smart move, Killer.”
She nods, knowing he had her say this for the benefit of the other crewmembers on the bridge.
“Attack posture?” he asks.
“We’re good,” Gunner Brady replies from somewhere in the aft control room. “Full load, but only blanks. We could use dummies to light them up and trip their mines. We’d punch rather a large hole in that southern section, sir.”
“I’ve reacquired the Breman,” Jac says.
“Good.”
“There’s something wrong. They’re cutting up toward the plane of the ecliptic. Engines on full. No attempt to hide.”
“Bring her up on the display.”
Given the sheer size of space within the solar system, distances are difficult to portray accurately. Most graphs and maps use logarithmic scales or even entire planets wouldn’t be visible at almost any scale, let alone tiny starships. Jac compresses the imagery being fed to her by James and forwards her view via neural connection to the bridge hologram. It takes intense concentration to make the rendering precise.
“Mars?” the XO asks.
“They’re still adjusting their course, moving in a parabola. If they continue, they’ll skip Martian orbit and curl in toward Earth.”
“What the hell are they playing at?” Raddison asks.
“This makes no sense,” Jac says. “They’re lighting up the whole spectrum—running on full power. Stealth is gone.”
“Could this be a feint? Something to draw us out?” the XO asks.
“Negative,” Jac replies. “At that range, even if they spotted us there’s nothing they could do, we’d come up underneath Earth before they could intercept us. They’re not going after us.”
“Then who are they chasing?” Raddison asks.
“Sir,” Jac says. “Recommend we break radio silence and open up the antenna array so we can listen in to what’s going on.”
“That’ll leave us exposed,” Raddison says.
“We’ll light up like a Christmas Tree,” the XO says.
“I think the games are over,” Jac warns, increasing the sensitivity of her scan and revealing several carrier-size spacecraft approaching Earth. “Looks like you were right, Commander. We are at war.”




The Battle for the Constitution
“Talk to me,” Raddison’s calm voice belies the tension on the bridge as the Excalibur shakes under a heavy turn. Without reducing their forward momentum, Jac is arcing up toward Earth at speeds not attempted without the aid of the q-drive. Given the inaccuracies associated with faster-than-light travel, performing a q-jump toward Earth could put them even further away from the battle. They could just as likely end up in orbit around Venus.
The term inaccuracy is a bit of a misnomer when it comes to the q-drive because in space everything is a matter of degrees. When jumping between star systems, traveling several light years in just a few hours, such inaccuracies are actually still quite precise. Being accurate down to just a few light minutes when moving at extra-luminal velocities is astonishing when the physics are considered, but within the close orbit of Earth around the sun, where barely eight light minutes separates the planet from its star, it’s pointless. The Excalibur has to travel the old fashioned way, using its reaction drive.  
Jac says, “We’re in danger of overshooting. I’m taking her in hot. As it is, we’re going to have to start a braking maneuver at least five light minutes out or we’ll sail right by the battle.”
“What can you see?”
“In standard time, not much. The imagery I’m detecting is at least thirty minutes old, but the battle is unfolding around Valhalla Station. Losses are heavy. Meta-space comms are quiet, so I’m not getting much in real-time. The only chatter I’m picking up is logistics rattle from the Constitution.”
“The Constitution?” the XO says, surprised by the notion. “They must be desperate if they’re throwing that old rust bucket into the fray.”
“That old rust bucket,” Commander Raddison says, “was my first command. She may be slow, but she’s built like a heavyweight boxer. You could punch holes in her all day long and she’d still come at you.”
“Someone’s left the ship’s logging on, so I’m intercepting all kinds of meta-data from her. They’re retrofitting warheads in flight. Mag-rail guns are primed. They’ve even got a laser turret in their inventory, but I doubt they’ll have time to mount it.”
“Give me stats on the battle,” the XO snaps.
“It’s not looking good. There’s debris everywhere in that sector. We’re going to have to come around the night side of Earth on approach or we’ll be peppered by the wreckage.”
“Can you tell who’s been hit? Who’s engaged?”
“Only indirectly,” Jac replies. “If I ping their meta-comms and get a response, I know they’re still active.”
“And?” Commander Raddison asks.
“There’s an awful lot of silence: Petain, Valiant, Clyburn. They’re all gone. I’m getting erratic readings from the Hemingway and the Eclipse, suggesting they’re taking a beating. Their comms keep dropping in and out. The Missouri is gone, as is the Minnesota.”
Raddison pounds his fist on the armrest of his chair.
“The electromagnetic spectrum is going haywire,” Jac says, trying to interpret what her neural cap is communicating to her brain. “They—the Swarm—they’ve got some kind of heavy weapon. It’s carving up the fleet. I’m picking up radiation readings that are going off the charts. It’s like someone set off a supernova nearby.”
“Singularities?” the XO says, turning to Raddison.
“The Russians have been experimenting with them,” he replies. “Nothing official. Just rumors, but given their levels of secrecy, if there’s smoke, there’s fire.”
“Do you think the Swarm could have harnessed such technology?” the XO asks.
“Same universe. Same physics,” Raddison replies. He snaps himself away from the discussion, broadcasting to the crew at large through his lapel mic. “Now hear this. We are going into battle. We’re carrying dummy warheads, but our lasers and rail guns are operational. We’re less than thirty minutes out from the Swarm. I want everything run by the book. No shortcuts. Fire crews on standby. You will remain at your post until the last. Commander Raddison, out.”
James looks at Jac. There’s no need to impress what he’s thinking through the meta-comms in their neural caps. Even though this is probably the last hour of their lives, neither of them would trade being here. Too many people stood by helpless on Earth during the last war. Being in space, taking the battle to the Swarm, even if it is against the odds, gives them a measure of control over their destiny, and that’s something neither of them would trade for safety. Jac nods her appreciation to James. Bunkmates till the end.
“Give me options,” Raddison commands.
The XO says, “We could swing by Luna to collect nukes and swap out the dummy warheads.”
“We’d lose too much time,” Raddison replies. “By the time we restocked, Earth would be a smoldering ruin.”
“Luna is gone,” Jac says. “At least, their comms are down. They’re out of action.”
“Rail guns will inflict damage,” the XO says, “but I’d rather be dropping nukes on them. We’re not likely to take down a cruiser with lasers and rail guns.”
“Do we stay cold?” Raddison asks. Jac suspects he already knows what he’s going to do, but she respects how he’s asking for input from her and the XO, and as science officer, she’s eager to show her support.
“Occultations aside,” she says, “it’s unlikely we’ll be detected until we open fire with the lasers. Our mag-rails will leave a clear EM imprint on their radar, but it’ll be confusing. It’ll seem as though shots are appearing out of empty space. So long as we keep our engines to the aft of the battle and maneuver laterally, it’s unlikely they’ll get a lock on us. I doubt even the Breman would see us. Older ships, like the Constitution, will have no idea we’re even around.”
“And the Swarm?” the XO asks.
“From what I can see on our long range scanners, they’re not using anything similar. We can pull this off.”
As much as she tries to sound confident, the realization of an entire armada comprised of alien warships is daunting. Raddison doesn’t reply, neither does the XO. Even James is quiet on the neural net.
Time tears past Jac. The thirty minutes to intercept seems like five and she begins her braking maneuver, bringing the Excalibur into a wildly elliptic orbit that will require a plane change and long burn to bring them into station-keeping with the Valhalla.
Jac doesn’t want the Excalibur to come under friendly fire. Valhalla is a military base in a geosynchronous orbit and appears stationary from Earth. Valhalla’s automated defenses would be going crazy by now, firing at shadows. Jac struggles to keep the engines cool and below detection range, while driving them hard enough to arrest their momentum. The thought of screaming through a debris cloud and being torn to shreds by things as small as nuts and bolts fills her with dread. Her neural cap constantly monitors the engines and she watches as their relative speed falls.
“Any word from the Breman?”
“She’s engaging multiple targets,” James says. “But like us, she’s armament-light and not carrying active warheads.”
The thin crescent shape of Earth slowly looms on the long range screen as the Excalibur approaches from deep space, coming in from the opposite direction to Earth’s orbit around the Sun. Jac has brought the Excalibur in head on, using the gravity well surrounding the planet to help her slow the spacecraft, much like a bug hitting a windshield, which she thinks is an apt analogy given the size difference, although she has no intention of going splat.
“Talk to me, Killer,” Raddison says.
“Five minutes out,” is her reply. She’s juggling too many variables to hold a conversation. James is feeding her imagery of the battle over the neural net, but she’s ignoring him, watching the approach carefully and reviewing the navigation computer’s calculations. Get this wrong and they could end up easily thirty light seconds distant from the battle, or roughly twenty times the distance from Earth to the Moon. Also, they’ll be left with their engines facing the battle. To the Swarm, it will be as though a comet roared past at near luminal velocity.
Before she knows what’s happening, she’s telling everyone on the bridge, “Three... Two... One.” The final braking maneuver occurs in what feels like a heartbeat, and suddenly there she is—Valhalla Station.
Sunlight catches the torn wreckage of an IDF cruiser. Swarm fighters cut through the darkness, their tiny engines glowing in infrared. Several Swarm carriers sit off from the station, hammering what’s left of the orbital platform. The Constitution is engaged, firing volley after volley of projectiles at the enemy warships.
“I—” Commander Raddison is cut off by the sight of the ISS Breman imploding. The vast warship is crushed into nothing in a blinding flash of light. Escape pods race into the darkness, but they’re pursued by Swarm fighters.
Explosions rock the Constitution but still she absorbs the hits. With thick tungsten for armor she’s faring better than the new class of warships with their smart steel.
“I want a full spread deployment, concentrate fire on the cruiser attacking the Constitution. Let’s give them some breathing room.”
This is not what Raddison discussed. This is not a stealth attack. Given the Excalibur isn’t carrying heavy weapons, it’s foolish to reveal their position. Jac wants to say something, but the gunnery crew is already responding. Laser bursts strike the side of the alien warship and the Swarm vessel comes about to face the threat, reducing its profile.
Go with it, James impresses to Jac across the neural net. He seems to anticipate her angst. Jac does her best to mislead the Swarm. She shifts the Excalibur sideways, strafing as the gun crew fires. As soon as the first salvo of rail projectiles is away, she pulls down and back beneath her original position, wanting to confuse the targeting systems on the Swarm cruisers.
For the best part of a minute, her gambit works, but then starburst explosions rip through space around them. The Swarm has identified the nature of their intrusion. The lack of any reflection on radar has them lighting up the space around the Excalibur with massive explosions. It’s as though they’re putting on a fireworks display, but Jac understands what they’re doing. They’re firing deep range weapons well beyond the Excalibur, setting up what must appear like the birth of an artificial sun, even if only for a few seconds, but it forces an occultation, exposing their location. Black on white shows up quite nicely. Damn.
“Return fire,” Raddison directs. “Bring us about, Killer. I want batteries targeting their aft engines. If we can take those out, she won’t be able to maneuver.”
Another ISS craft explodes, while yet another implodes. Moments later, shrapnel rakes the hull of the Excalibur, tearing away her radar absorbent coating. The Excalibur was designed as a stealth attack craft, not a battleship. She can’t stand and fire like the Constitution. Her value is in silent running, firing and moving, distracting the enemy, but Raddison is thinking old school. Rather than harassing, he’s determined to take out some of those cruisers. If they had nuclear-tipped missiles, that might be possible, but with lasers and rail guns, they’re only capable of precision strikes.
Jac begins to say something when the Excalibur shudders, absorbing the impact of a Swarm fighter. No doubt the pilot intended to rake the craft, being far more nimble than the Excalibur, but she’s a blur in space. He flew right into her without even seeing her.  
The Excalibur jockeys for position. Suddenly, pencil-thin beams from a high energy particle weapon tear through the spaceship’s smart armor. Jac sees the hits long after they’ve torn through the hull, ripping through the decks and out the other side, passing by as though the starship wasn’t even there. Any hope of remaining hidden is gone. The port side of the hull glows with dozens of red spots leftover from the strikes.
“We can’t keep taking punches like this,” she yells, throwing the Excalibur to one side and lining up the craft so the gunnery crew can target the source of the particle weapon. That there’s no reply doesn’t strike her as unusual in the heat of the moment. She’s too focused on outflanking the Swarm cruiser and she shouts with joy when the mag-rail gunners on the Excalibur rake the hull of the cruiser, decimating its weaponry.
“Orders? Orders, ma’am?” is the call from the gunnery crew. “I’m targeting incoming fighters, but they appear confused. We’ve got them rattled.”
“Orders?” she says, turning to look at the bridge of the Excalibur for the first time. Jac has been so absorbed by the feeds in her neural net that her eyesight has glazed. When the feeds are strong, the sensation is like a waking dream and reality becomes a blur. For a moment there, it was as though the Excalibur was an extension of her own body.
James lies slumped over his console. Blood and brains ooze from the back of his head. Smoke billows from the navigation desk. A ruddy stain marks where once the XO sat. Raddison lies writhing on the floor with his severed arm still resting on the command seat. He’s yelling, screaming, but the neural net has blocked her normal sense of hearing, overwhelming it with the stream of incoming data requiring prioritization. The only voice she hears is that of the gunner over meta-comms.
“Ma’am, we have fighters incoming. Engaging, but I’ve lost focus on the cruiser. She’s crippled. We can finish her if we come about.”
“Yes, yes,” she yells into her comms unit. Mentally, she sets the Excalibur on a steep path, swinging past the alien cruiser and then putting some distance between them and the battle.
“I need a medic...” she begins to say, but she pauses. The automated battle damage assessment feed shows her a breach in the hull where once there was a sickbay. Jac grabs a first aid kit and rummages through the contents. Her hands are shaking violently. All the while, the Excalibur rocks with explosions. She spares a fleeting neural scan and catches a glimpse of the Constitution under a barrage attack. Flashes of light tear across the hull of the aging spacecraft, but still it holds steady. Salvos unleash from the side of the Constitution, decimating one of the Swarm carriers, but no sooner has it been hit than the alien craft returns fire. 
Jac tears open a major trauma kit and applies a large pad to Raddison’s arm. He’s conscious, but only just.  
“Smart armor... should have held.”
“Easy. Easy,” she says.
“Killer,” he says, but he looks to one side of her, as though he’s blind and responding only to her voice.
“Easy, commander,” she says, pulling out a portable medikit and mounting it on his arm. She starts a flow of plasma and painkillers. “I’m pulling us back. We’re badly hit, but if I bring the craft over on her side, we can still hide. I don’t think they’ve seen anything like this before. If we had nukes, we could decimate them from afar.”
“Constitution,” he says. “Do you see her?”
“Yes, she’s still there.”
“Don’t you see? She’s our only hope.”
Jac checks the neural feeds. The Constitution is venting atmosphere from the aft section on the starboard side. Large sections of her hull have been torn open by the bombardment she’s received, but unlike the other ships in the IDF she’s still functional and capable of returning fire.
“Commander, I...” Jac stops mid-sentence. Raddison’s dead.
From deep within the bowels of the Excalibur, the gunner speaks, “We’ve lost our rail guns, but the gigawatt lasers are still functional. I can pick off small fighters with them, but they’re ineffective against cruisers and carriers.”
Jac gets to her feet. There’s something about the gunner’s voice. The quiver in his speech betrays what’s happened.
“Gunner, casualty report? How many of you are left down there?”
“There’s just me, ma’am.”
Jac staggers over to her console, collapsing in her seat. Tears stream down her cheeks.
“What are we going to do, ma’am? What are your orders?”
The Excalibur rocks from another explosion. Whatever stealth capability they have left is fast disappearing. Several Swarm fighters close in on them.
“Ma’am?” the gunner asks before opening fire on the fighters with the laser.
Jac stares at her console. One of the alien vessels is approaching the Constitution. From her knowledge of orbital mechanics, it’s easy to see what’s about to happen. The Swarm cruiser is on a collision course, picking out a point of intercept. The Constitution has weathered everything the alien fleet can throw at it. As the Swarm vessel is approaching from the damaged starboard side of the Constitution, Jac doubts they can see it coming. They’re probably so focused on surviving they haven’t noticed the alien cruiser preparing to ram them. Suicide is being used as a weapon.
“Ma’am, we need to pull back. We need to get out of here... Killer? Are you there?”
Killer?
And it’s then Jac understands her grandfather’s resolve. Raddison’s right. The Constitution is their only hope. The Constitution is the only thing standing between the Swarm and Earth. Her head says, “Pull back. Live to fight another day,” but her heart tells her there won’t be another day—not on Earth. There’s no way the Excalibur can take down another cruiser, she’s too badly damaged, but there is another option—the Omega protocol. The Excalibur may not have nuclear-tipped missiles, but her antimatter drive makes her an effective missile in herself.
“I’m sorry,” she says to the gunner.
“O—Omega?” he asks. He knows.
“It’s been an honor,” she says, bringing the Excalibur around. In the microsecond before her neural net engages the q-drive and sends their starship plunging into the heart of the alien cruiser, she feels she finally understands her grandfather. Jac never knew him, not beyond aging photos and documentaries, but she feels an affinity with him. For the greater good. She understands this isn’t suicide, it’s self-preservation—an act of selflessness for the survival of humanity. Why did he attack the Swarm as their armada passed by Europa all those years ago? For one simple reason: to give her a chance at life. Now, it’s her choice to do the same for the next generation.
She utters a single word as reality dissolves in a flash of light, knowing she’s buying time for humanity to survive.
“Godspeed.”
The End




REVOLUTION
Flight
Ding!
“Good morning! We are thirty minutes from JFK. If you need to use the restroom, please do so in the next few minutes.”
My eyes open as the lights flicker overhead. The artificial dawn lasts only a second or so and suddenly the cabin of the airplane is as bright as noonday. I squint, struggling to adjust to being woken abruptly. I’ve been drooling. I wipe my mouth, feeling self-conscious, only to see Phil snoring. He has a sleeping mask protecting his eyes from the glare. Saliva drips from the side of his open mouth.
“Hey,” I say, nudging past him with my travel kit. I barely drank anything last night and feel dehydrated, but on the upside, Nature isn’t calling. Being somewhat of a germaphobe, I feel compelled to brush my teeth to get the taste of Moscow out of my mouth before we land. I want to get in the line for the bathroom before either the line or the bathroom backs up. It feels good to stretch in the aisle.
There are three people ahead of me so I wait patiently as the aisle beneath my feet flexes softly with the motion of the 777. The turbulence is light, but enough to have me resting one hand on the back of a seat to steady myself. The gorgeous brunette seated there turns and looks up at me. I’m expecting some backlash. I know I hate it when someone wrestles with my seat back, but she smiles. Damn, she’s hot. Her long straight hair looks immaculate, as though she just walked out of a salon and not spent the past sixteen hours negotiating departure delays at two crappy airports on the red-eye hop, skip and jump from Russia. She’s wearing bright red lipstick. It’s hard to focus on anything other than those passionate lips, and I catch myself staring.
“Turbulence,” I say by way of explanation.
“Sveta,” she says in reply, turning to face me and offering me her hand. At this point, I’m guessing she thought my name was Terrance, or something. We shake hands. Her fingers are warm.
“I, ah,” I say, embarrassed by everything. I’m half asleep. I’m sure I look like I’ve just crawled out of a car wreck or a zombie movie. I tuck my wrinkled business shirt into my trousers.
I’m clumsy.
She’s composed.
I’m flustered.
She’s relaxed.
“May I?”
May you cut the line in front of me and half a dozen other people backing up behind me? Sure, but only because you’re dressed like a goddess. I nod and try to smile without looking like a creep. Sveta gets up. She’s wearing skin-tight black leather pants and a plain blue T-shirt, although on her the T-shirt looks anything but plain. Perky breasts bounce softly with her motion, indicating she’s not wearing a bra.
We shuffle forward in the line, but Sveta makes an effort not to turn her back on me, standing sideways in the aisle so we can talk. Someone behind me is grumbling about queue jumpers. Must be a Brit, but I ignore him. Sveta’s smile is intoxicating.
“Where are you from?” she asks in a distinctly Russian/English accent.
“Oh, for me, this is home. I was born and raised in Queens, New York.”
“And recently divorced,” she says, gesturing to my hands. Without realizing, I’m playing nervously with the ring finger on my left hand. She’s right. The habit of fiddling with my wedding ring has outlived my marriage, and my finger toys with a ring that’s no longer there. Why do I feel guilty? Is talking with a beautiful woman a crime?
“Ah, yeah,” I reply, running my hands up through my hair, giving them something to do while assessing the unruly state of the mop on top of my head. Sveta laughs. She can see how uncomfortable I am talking with her. She’s clearly good natured about her stunning looks. She ought to be in the movies or on the front cover of a magazine. Slowly, we edge forward as the line shortens.
“Sorry,” a steward says, pushing past us. “There’s only one working toilet up here.”
He steps beyond me and addresses the passengers behind us, saying, “Can I get everyone here to please go back to the galley bathroom.”
The Brit complains about going from first place to last as he wanders away with the others.
I turn back and Sveta is gone. She’s disappeared into the one working bathroom, only she didn’t lock the door. I stand there alone for a few minutes—watching, waiting, listening. There are none of the sounds I’d normally expect—no toilet flushing or washing of hands, no hand towels being torn free or trash covers springing shut. I look around feeling more awkward than when Sveta was standing beside me. Stewards and stewardesses prowl the aisles, getting passengers to put away their laptops, shifting their seat backs in the upright position and all that guff, and still Sveta hasn’t come out of the bathroom.
I look down at the travel case in my hand. I don’t really need to brush my teeth, I tell myself. I’m about to turn away from the bathroom and sit down when the door opens. Sveta steps out looking as fresh as a breeze. She squeezes past me as I hurry into the cramped bathroom wondering if I should be taking my seat. I’m about to turn and close the door when Sveta squeezes in behind me and shuts the door, locking the latch.
I’m speechless.
I go to say god-knows-what as I turn to face her, but she raises her finger to her lips as though she’s hiding a deadly secret. Sveta presses herself against me, running one hand around behind my neck while the other presses heavily against my groin. Our lips lock as her fingernails scratch at the skin on the back of my neck. Sveta groans softly as our tongues touch. Her hand runs up beneath my shirt as she pushes me back against the sink. Her fingernails claw at my chest. I try to pull away, but I must admit, my motion isn’t convincing and seems only to enflame her passion further. The stainless steel basin digs into my hip, but somehow that doesn’t matter.
“Please return to your seats,” sounds through the speaker overhead, and I grab the opportunity to break away from what has been the most intense, passionate kiss I have ever experienced to return to reality. We’re about to land at JFK. We need to be seated. I see a sultry look in Sveta’s dark eyes that screams, I don’t care.
“Sveta,” I manage, as though I were a drowning man gasping for breath.
She pulls back, biting her lip. She looks as though she can barely contain herself.
“This is ridiculous,” I say, raising my hands and gesturing for reason. “I’m sorry.”
Why am I apologizing? I’m not sure, but I continue, saying, “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I—”
“Call me,” she says, shoving a crumpled piece of paper into my trouser pocket. Her motion is brisk, her nails are like daggers. I stand there stunned as she unlocks the door and steps out of the bathroom.
Outside, a stewardess waits impatiently. She glares at me with disapproval. Her pursed lips suggest no amount of explanation will suffice so none is offered and I slink back to my seat. As I pass Sveta, she ignores me. She’s laughing with infectious enthusiasm, talking loudly in Russian with the woman beside her, who’s every bit as photogenic. It’s as though nothing happened and I find myself doing a double-take, wondering if I imagined the whole thing.
I take my seat and Phil asks, “What took you so long?” Followed quickly by, “Is that lipstick?”
I rub my mouth, hoping I’m rubbing the blood red smudge away.
“You Dawg,” Phil says. “Who was it? One of the stewardesses?”
“Remember those two Russian models we saw in the lounge back in Moscow?”
“Are you serious?”
I pull out the crumpled scrap of paper and show him the phone number scrawled on it. There’s no name, just the area code for Manhattan and a number.
“Damn! You scored big time.”
Phil is so excited I don’t have the heart to destroy the illusion with a dose of reality. I was accosted. Sure, she’s beautiful. Sure, I’d take her out for a drink in a heartbeat, but being grabbed and manhandled like that, well... Huh, manhandled, that’s quite the term. I cannot help but marvel at the irony in that word. 
“So, what about it, stud? Are you going to call her?” he asks. “Or are you a love ’em and leave ’em, kinda guy?”
I’m neither. I’m stunned.
“I don’t know,” I reply, which is entirely honest. I’m tempted to screw up the phone number and leave it in the pouch on the back of the seat. I’d like to forget anything ever happened, but that would raise even more questions from Phil so I feign a smile and slip the phone number back into my pocket.
“You are sooooo lucky,” he says. I’m silent. I’d rather not talk about it as anything I say would be a lie, a pretense to save face. Instead, I crane my neck and stare out the tiny porthole-like window of the plane.
The lights of New York are visible in the distance. Dawn is breaking.
Neither of us talk much during the landing.
Sveta is near the front of the plane and gets off before us. I’m half expecting her to look back at me, but she doesn’t. She and her girlfriend are full of zest. The last I see of her is the two of them disappearing up the air-bridge, arm in arm, which is confusing for me.
“JFK is at bio security level four,” a voice says from a billboard. There’s an image of a virtual police officer talking to the passengers walking out into the concourse. “Vigilant but not scared. Concerned but not alarmed. Report any suspicious activity to your customs officer.”
It’s always bio security level four, and I switch off mentally. I’m still thinking about Sveta. I’m perplexed by her sexual magnetism, but in an abstract way. I’m trying to figure out how our brief, chance encounter could have such a hold over me. It’s as though she’s cast a spell on me. On a rational level, I can think objectively about her and how absurd our encounter was, and yet deep down inside something primal yearns for more. If this had happened to anyone else, I’d tell them they were being silly, stupid, but I feel like a drug addict, unable to control my cravings.
We walk through the bio security checkpoint. Phil is a few places ahead of me as I dawdle along, lost in thought. Scans of our bodies appear as colorful blobs on the screen overhead so the various officers watching us can determine if anyone’s running a fever. They weed out a couple of people with a mild orange tinge around their ankles. I look for Sveta but don’t see her anywhere.
“Do you have anything to declare?” a preprogrammed voice says through the overhead speakers. “Bio security searches include automated foreign body scans. If you have had recent surgery, or have breast, pectoral, abdominal or penile implants, or if you have taken any medical capsules in the last twenty four hours, declare these to your bio security officer. Failure to declare a foreign body or foreign genetic material may result in fines of up to one hundred thousand dollars and ten years in prison.”
I follow Phil through one of the customs turnstiles.
“Anything to declare?” a robotic interface asks. Why they give these things the face of a grumpy old man is beyond me.
“No,” I reply, holding out my wrist for bio signature recognition. A collar extends around my hand, clamping shut for the briefest of moments, and a tiny cluster of needles makes the faintest of impressions, drawing skin samples and blood collection to confirm my ID and bio status.
“Hopkins, Alexander. Welcome back to the United States of America.”
“Thanks,” I reply, even though the welcome was the insincere machinations of an electrified wafer of silicon.
My personal comms device beeps almost as soon as I step beyond the security zone with its electronic jammers.
Phil asks, “Are you grabbing a cab?”
“Nah,” I reply, looking at the message on my wrist band. “My brother’s picking me up, but he’s running late.”
A set of automatic doors with frosted glass separates the baggage claim area from the arrivals lounge. As passengers walk through with their bags, the doors slide open, revealing a glimpse of friends and family waiting for their loved ones. There’s a camera crew out there. The harsh glare from a handheld spotlight catches my eye as the doors close. There must be someone famous coming through customs.
As I grab my bag from the carousel, I hear shouting behind me. I turn and see Sveta vault over the customs desk, followed closely by her girlfriend. Dozens of security officers converge, but from where, I’m not sure. I could have sworn there were no more than three or four when I walked through. They have guns drawn, although some have tasers out, with their distinct bright yellow stocks. They’re all yelling.
Sveta is screaming something about freedom, but everything happens so fast I don’t catch a coherent sentence. Shots are fired. I’m expecting this. All of us docile, grazing sheep are expecting something from the wolves swarming in around us, but I don’t think anyone expects the gunfire to be so loud.
The report of multiple shots is deafening. Someone’s screaming, but it sounds as though they’re easily a quarter mile away. It’s a woman. She’s bleeding. She’s lying sprawled at my feet. Brilliant red splatter patterns stain the marble floor.
Sveta barrels past me, and it’s only then I realize the woman lying before me is her Russian girlfriend. Sveta makes it to the door only to have four bloody puncture marks appear in her back in rapid succession as bullets slam into her from behind. The doors open automatically, but they’re not quick enough and her frail body slams into the frosted glass. Shattered fragments of glass cascade out into the arrivals hall.
There’s a gun being held to my head. The hot barrel singes my hair, burning my skin. A police officer is screaming in my ear, but my ears are ringing. Although he’s yelling, I can barely hear him.
“Get down. Get down on the ground!”
Before I can respond, a sharp kick strikes at the back of my right knee and my legs buckle. I fall to my knees on the slick marble. A boot slams the middle of my back and I barely have time to break my fall with my hands. The boot pins me to the marble floor.
There are several police officers standing around me, all yelling. I’m not sure if they want me to heed their directions individually, or not. I don’t know what they expect of me while I’m pinned to the ground, but they’re yelling contradictory commands: Stay on the ground, open you right hand, don’t move, arms out, stay still, legs apart. At the moment, I’m having a hard time breathing, let alone responding to authority. I’m not sure where my arms are, or the position of my legs. How far apart should they be? And if they’re not far enough apart, am I going to be shot for moving them? In any other context, this would be comical, but I’m terrified.
With my face pressed against the cold marble floor, I stare into the dead woman’s eyes. Blood trickles from the corner of her lips. Her hair lies fanned out around her in a tangled mess. She’s staring at me, staring through me. I can’t help but wonder if those pretty eyes can still see, if there’s a light slowly fading and the last view she has of this world is the look of terror on my face.
The officers keep me pinned for what feels like an eternity. Radios squark. What I thought was a boot must have been a knee as my hands are pulled up briskly behind my back and I’m cuffed. My wrist communicator is confiscated.
“What have I done?” I ask, still lying face down on the unforgiving marble floor, but no one replies.
After a while, I’m hauled to my knees, and then onto my feet, and I get my first good look at the aftermath of the shooting. Everyone’s wearing hazmat suits. I can hear the crinkle of the rubber suit worn by the officer holding me. At some point, he must have switched with the officer that knocked me to the ground as no one was dressed in bright yellow when I went down.
Sveta’s body is gone. The broken glass in the door allows me to see through into the empty arrivals area.
Two men in hazmat suits open a black body bag and lift the girlfriend into it. They pull the thick rubberized plastic over her shoulders and zip the bag closed, sealing her in darkness. As her face disappears, I can’t help but think about how easily that could have been me.
“What about this one?” the officer behind me asks.
Another officer in a hazmat suit runs an ultraviolet light up and down my body, examining my clothing carefully. With the gentlest of touches, he gestures for me to split my legs, and moves the light slowly over every inch of my body. Finally, he puts the light down and uses a pair of shears to cut away the fabric on my lower left trouser leg.
“A little blood splatter, nothing else. Get him out of here.”
I’m expecting to be pushed rudely forward, but the officer pulls me back, away from the blood on the marble floor and walks me to a side door. He stops by the door, handing me off to an officer in regular uniform.
“Collateral,” Mr Hazmat says by way of explanation, pushing me through the open door. That seems to mean something to the regular police officer.
The officer unlocks my handcuffs and leads me to an empty cafe in the arrivals area. A lone barista stands solemn and still behind an exotic coffee machine. He looks nervous.
Police officers have always intimidated me, but never more so than today when the subtlest of their mannerisms seems to imply potentially lethal consequences. The officer appears polite, gesturing toward a seat in the cafe, but I get the distinct impression he’s anything but courteous.
“Coffee?” he asks.
“Sure,” I reply, trying to hide the tremor in my hands. He doesn’t ask what type of coffee I’d like, or if I want milk and sugar, and I figure now is not the time to be fussy. I’ll take coffee any way I can get it.
We sit down and he pulls out an electronic tablet.
“Hopkins, Alexander,” he says.
“Alex,” I reply, trying to make the conversation less painful.
“You work for GT Finance. Stocks and futures. You’ve been setting up a fund in Moscow for the past two weeks.”
I nod.
A cup of black coffee is placed in front of me. There’s none of the usual fancy barista swirls on top, no chocolate wafer on the side or frothed milk floating on the surface, but I don’t care. I lift the cup to my lips. The drink is scalding hot, burning the tip of my tongue. It’s the middle of winter and negative whatever outside, but somehow the barista has manage to achieve temperatures close to those on the surface of the sun. He’s served the coffee in a disposable thermal cup. They’re great in a blizzard, but for most of the year they’re only appropriate for handling radioactive waste. I curl my lips in anguish.
“Did you maintain bio security protocols while in Moscow.”
“Yes.”
“And you only ever ate at sanctioned American restaurants?”
“Yes.”
Honestly, what is he expecting me to say? I’ve just seen two unarmed women shot dead in front of me. I’m hardly going to confess to sneaking a piece of Russian gingerbread from a Babushka standing on a street corner. I guess, theoretically, those little old ladies could be working for the FSB, but more than likely they’re struggling to make do in retirement and are just looking for a few extra rubles from tourists.
“And your water?”
“Always bottled,” I reply, as though I was reading from a script. “Being sure to hear the seal crack before drinking.”
I’m pretty sure that’s the phrase that’s used in the infomercials they played before I landed in Moscow. Having been there five times in the last three years, I know the drill by heart.
“And your teeth?”
“Brushed using bottled water.”
Seriously, does this guy know how expensive bottled water is in Russia? It would be cheaper to gargle the blood of virgins, but I know the pat answers he’s looking for.
The officer finally relaxes, sitting back in his seat and turning off his tablet. I breathe a sigh of relief.
“You were in the wrong place at the wrong time,” he says.
“Tell me about it,” I say with a chuckle. It’s forced, but he doesn’t seem to notice and smiles in response.
“I haven’t seen this place locked down like this since the Ebola-G scare a couple of years ago.”
“What happened in there?” I ask, and he intuitively knows what I mean. We both know two women were shot and killed, but I’m asking why.
“Russian separatists. They were trying to smuggle illicit genetic material into the US—biologically insecure information.”
“Information?”
“Yeah, bio tech is the latest means of covert dissemination.”
“Of what?” I cannot imagine why two beautiful young women would risk and then lose their lives over a few bytes of data that could be sent over a wire. What fragment of information could be so important?
“They were couriers. Mules.”
“Craze?” I ask. I’m skeptical that all this could be about suppressing a bunch of pamphlets and wonder if it’s really about the latest designer narcotic. Hearing that word repeated back to him seems to highlight how preposterous the concept is when lives have been lost, and for a second, the officer appears to doubt himself, but he’s quickly back singing the party line.
“Ever wonder why your online banking requires two-factor encryption? It’s because these new quantum computers can crack the toughest encryption algorithm in minutes. What used to take centuries of computing power to unlock can now be broken by brute-force in some dumb teenager’s bedroom.”
I’m vaguely aware of this, but I don’t know how bio tech can be used to transport information.
“Two-factor works, but only when no one can intercept both channels. It keeps criminals contained, but governments, well that’s a whole other story.”
I nod, sipping at my coffee, which is still absurdly hot. A little milk wouldn’t have gone amiss.
“So information, huh?” I say, trying to sound nonchalant. I’m not stupid. I know what the police officer is doing. The formal interview is over and he’s pretending to be my best friend, trying to get loose lips to sink this ship. It’s a good tactic, but I have nothing to hide. I’ve done nothing wrong.
Or have I?
Sveta and I kissed.
And that’s when I realize. I’m a mule. What an idiot I’ve been. Sveta wasn’t coming on to me because she wanted me. All she wanted was a warm body to transfer a damn virus.
“Knowledge is power, for better or for worse,” he says, his eyes looking for any response in my body language. “They tell me you can store a hundred terabytes of information in the junk DNA of a single human rhinovirus.”
“Seems like a step back into the days of the Pony Express,” I say, trying to come up with something to cover my nerves. “I mean, it’s got to be slow.”
“No slower than the fastest airplane,” the officer replies, taking his hand from the table and resting it on his holster. “And it’s completely invisible, completely secure, that is until the first symptoms appear.”
I’m sweating. I want to wipe my forehead, but I don’t want to look like I’m panicking. I smile, but I’m sure my smile looks awkward.
“How are you feeling?” the officer asks.
“Fine.”
As before, my answers are curt and I’m wondering if I should embellish a little. No, that would draw more attention to me. Best to answer his questions directly, and get the hell out of here as soon as possible.
“Did you have any contact with either of these women during the flight?”
“Me? No.”
“They’re pretty, though, aren’t they?”
“No,” I reply, “I mean, yes.” Damn it. That was a control question, something with which to establish a baseline, and my response just told him I’ve got something to hide.
A bead of sweat runs down the side of my temple, rolling gently down my cheek and along my jawline. I can feel it hanging there on my chin and I have to fight the impulse to wipe it away. If the police officer has noticed, he hasn’t said anything.
What would he do if he knew? If the police realize I’ve been infected, what protocol will they follow? Will they arrest me? Isolate me until whatever virus this is has run its course? Or would they simply get rid of the host? Less paperwork. They didn’t appear too concerned about asking questions of Sveta.
My hands are shaking so I hide them under the table.
“A stewardess mentioned she saw one of the women in the bathroom with a man flying business class.”
“I was in economy,” I snap.
“Is that a fact?”
We both know I’m lying. I swallow the dry lump stuck in my throat. The police officer shifts slightly in his seat. He’s fingering the catch on his holster. I sip my drink, trying to hide behind my cup of scalding hot coffee for a second so I can compose myself.
“That’s him!” comes a cry from slightly behind me. I turn, and another police officer is standing thirty feet away from us with the grumpy stewardess from business class.
My interrogator jumps to his feet, pulling his gun. I’m helpless. Without thinking, I react instinctively and throw my coffee in his face. The scalding hot fluid splashes across his mouth, nose and cheeks, running down his neck as he screams in agony.
I bolt for the outside door. There’s another police officer on station there, but he’s got his back to me. He’s trying to keep prying eyes outside at bay and hasn’t heard the scream over the sound of the howling storm. I can hear yelling behind me. Boots pounding on the marble floor. The officer accompanying the stewardess gives chase.
The police officer near the door turns as I reach him. We collide and he goes flying. He slides along the slick floor as his handgun clatters across the marble.
Bullets are fired.
The officer behind me is shooting while on the run.
Again, the crack of each shot is deafening, followed by sullen thuds and tiny black marks appearing in the wall.
The automatic doors open and I duck through, running into the snowstorm outside. The sudden chill shocks my core, but I’m running on adrenalin. These are the last few seconds of my life. I have to run. I have no choice. Run or die.
I sprint across three lanes of traffic, barely giving any thought to the cars and vans honking their horns at me. A taxi cab swerves on black ice in the outside lane. I slide into his fender and clamber to the front passenger door. As I climb in, I see the driver slumped over the steering wheel. Blood seeps from a tiny hole behind his ear. For a second, I’m confused, and then another bullet sails past just inches from my nose, scattering fine glass throughout the cab of the taxi.
The taxi is still sliding slowly to a stop on the ice. I unclip the driver’s seatbelt and lean across him as two more bullets thump into his lifeless body, knowing they were intended for me. Pulling awkwardly on the door handle, I push him out, watching as his body slumps into the dirty snow gathered on the median strip.
Clambering into the driver’s seat, I struggle to turn around and face forward. I feel as though I have too many legs, but somehow I reach the accelerator and the taxi lurches on, catching on a patch of rough ice.
The police officer behind me is running hard. He’s caught up to the taxi and is pounding on the rear door as I pull away. He must be out of ammo as he’s striking at the glass on the door with his gun. He gets hold of the handle, but I swerve to make an onramp and he loses his grip. My heart is pounding in my chest as I accelerate onto the freeway with my foot hard against the floor.
I’m not thinking straight. I’m still in fight-or-flight mode and feel as though the whole world is out to get me. I have to escape. I drive like a mad man. I am a mad man. To hundreds on the freeway, and hundreds of thousands watching a high-speed chase on television, I am possessed by the devil. I am a rabid dog that must be put down.
With utter stupidity driving me on, I race between cars, squeezing between lanes, and then straddling the central barrier. I cut off dozens of other vehicles in my panic. All I can see out the windscreen in front of me is a haze of red brake lights and falling snow but a glance in my rearview mirror reveals there’s no one behind me.
“Breathe. Breathe,” I tell myself.
In the mirror I can just make out a pile of cars backing up in the distance. Their headlights are skewed, pointing at odd angles. They’ve collided, blocking the freeway following my madness. Someone’s hurt, I’m sure of it. In this weather, it’s going to take hours to clear the wreckage. Reality hits. I’m a fugitive. I’ve injured people, perhaps maimed or even killed them in my panic. I’m the bad guy. How the hell did this happen?
My foot eases off the accelerator. I’m in deep shit, and this shit is only getting deeper. There’s an offramp ahead, so I take it, not bothering to read the sign. It doesn’t matter. Regardless of where I go, I’m a criminal, a terrorist. I’m the enemy. Fuck!
I drive blindly for a few blocks, feeling numb. There’s a diner ahead. A waitress is opening up. I can see her taking chairs off the tables, but the lights inside the restaurant are still off so I pull into the parking lot. There’s a dumpster. I park the taxi on the far side, out of sight from the road. Dawn refuses to break, casting little more than a distant glow on the horizon. I sit there shivering in the cold for a while, waiting for the lights to go on inside the diner. Snow drifts idly through the air. My business shirt doesn’t provide any warmth against the cold. As soon as the lights flicker on I head inside.
Still somewhat in a daze, I walk into the diner, struggling to accept everything that’s happened. Is this all just a bad dream?
“You want coffee?” an overweight waitress asks holding a pot of black coffee.
“Sure,” I say, taking a seat at the counter and rubbing my hands together to get warm. I pop a creamer into the coffee cup and add a little sugar. The coffee tastes stale, but it’s not scalding.
“Did you hear about the pile up on the freeway?”
“Yeah,” I reply, sipping the coffee.
She’s got her back to me, watching the TV. Already, there’s footage of paramedics pulling people from crumpled cars. The snow is awash with the flicker of red and blue emergency lights. Emergency services are everywhere—firemen, paramedics, state troopers.
“What happened?” I ask innocently.
“Dunno?” she replies. “Someone driving too fast for the conditions, I guess. Fender bender gone out of control. People have got to slow down in this weather. What’s the rush?”
“Yeah.” I slip my hands into my pocket and pull out my wallet to pay for the coffee. A scrap of paper falls to the ground. Sveta.
I pick up the paper, straighten it out, and stare at it for a moment. The phone number is written on hotel stationery from some place near central Moscow from what I can tell from the address. The numbers are scrawled in large numerals. Sveta hasn’t written this, I’m sure of it. I can’t explain why, but I’m sure someone wrote this for her and she gave it to me. Why?
My mind casts back to the flight. We were delayed in Helsinki while they de-iced the wings. What should have been a half-hour stop over in the international lounge turned into four hours. The turbulence out of Europe was rough. I thought the wings were going to fall off, and yet slowly it subsided and I fell asleep. Sveta was hot when we kissed. She was developing a fever. She must have known she wouldn’t make it through bio security, but why me? Damn, I was in the wrong place at the wrong damn time—leaning on the back of her seat and looking like a chump.
“Are you looking for a phone?” the waitress asks, seeing me staring at the scrap of paper. Her soft tone snaps me back to the present.
“Ah, yeah,” I say, handing her a ten dollar bill and adding, “Keep the change.”
“Thanks,” she says, ringing up the bill on the register. “Around the corner, by the toilets.”
I get up and she says, “You want something else? Breakfast?”
I signal a polite no with a wave of my hand and walk around the counter toward the bathrooms. The phone is old, one of the few that still accepts paper money and credit cards. I straighten out a five dollar bill and slip it into the phone and dial the number.
I have no idea who’s going to answer or what I’m going to say, but I’m sure this isn’t Sveta’s home number. The phone rings and then clicks for a few seconds, then the phone rings again, but the tone is different, it sounds distant. Yet again, there’s a series of clicks and the phone rings once more in an entirely different tone. I’m being passed between points. Finally, someone answers.
“Sveta?”
The voice is deep and masculine. There’s a trace of an accent, but at a guess, it’s not Russian.
“No...”
“Who the hell is this?”
Good question. Who am I supposed to be? I’m sure giving my real name is a dumb idea, so I say the first name that comes into my head.
“Phil.”
Sorry, Phil. No hard feelings. I hope you don’t end up being water-boarded by the CIA or the NSA or whoever deals with this shit.
There’s silence on the end of the phone.
“She kissed me,” I say impulsively, knowing he’ll understand. “She’s dead.” There’s really not much more to say than that. Those five words are cold, but they communicate with clarity.
“Corner of Broadway and 5th in one hour.”
“Wait,” I call out, no longer talking in hushed tones. “What the hell is going on?”
“Broadway and 5th. One hour.”
“I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers,” I reply.
“One hour or you’re dead.”
Click.
Fuck.
I slam down the handset.
“You OK, Honey?” the waitress asks, leaning around the corner.
“Ah, yeah,” I say, feeling sheepish, knowing full well that within the next hour or so she’s going to be answering dozens of questions to a bunch of cops hunting me down.  “My wife. Ah, she walked out on me. Took the kids. Left in the middle of the night.”
I am such a shitty liar.
“You take care of yourself, Sweetie,” she replies, and I can already imagine her dialing 911 as I walk out of the restaurant.
There’s a vanity mirror opposite the phone. As I pick up my wallet, I catch a glimpse of my reflection. Bloodshot eyes stare back at me. My skin is pale and sickly. Cracks run over my dry lips. Perhaps my imagination is getting the better of me, but I look like a walking corpse. Maybe I am.
“You sure you don’t want a bite to eat?” the waitress asks, putting a bagel with cream cheese on the counter. “On the house.”
I’m tempted, but as I’m standing near the swinging door leading to the kitchen I can hear the cook talking in muffled tones on the other side of the door.
“She’s trying.”
“I’m fine,” I reply, striding confidently past her and out the door. Through the glass window, I can see the television: Terror strikes JFK. The screen goes blank as the waitress turns off the TV, but not before I catch a glimpse of my passport photo beside a photogenic anchorman. The waitress turns and looks at me nervously as I walk across in front of the diner toward the dumpster and my dump of a taxi, with multiple bullet holes and broken glass windows. I am so totally fucked.
The taxi is going to be a cop magnet. I’m better off on foot. There’s a sign pointing to the left saying subway so I turn right. The waitress is watching. She’ll tell the cops everything. By turning away from the subway, I’m trying to throw my pursuers off my scent. I’ll take the long way around the block to the subway and hopefully throw them off the trail.
Maybe I should go back and take the cab, but every cop in New York is looking for those plates. No, if they find the cab abandoned next to the subway they’ll know where I’ve gone. Best to leave it here. Keep them guessing.
As soon as I’m out of sight, I break into a run. Within seconds, I’m sprinting. The bitter cold air stings my lungs, but I have to keep going. After a hundred yards, my run slows to a jog. I continue around the block, heading for the subway, but the last hundred yards are nothing more than a brisk walk as I struggle to catch my breath.
I buy a ticket with cash and board the train as police sirens sound in the distance. There’s a transit cop standing in the entrance of my railway car. He glances at me as I walk past. I must look like a hobo. Rather than hide, I try a bluff.
“Officer, I’ve been mugged.”
At least that explains the lack of a jacket and a torn, dirty shirt.
He eyes me carefully as I plead my case.
“A homeless guy pulled a knife on me.”
The look on his face tells me he doesn’t believe me. I can see him trying to assess whether I’m that homeless guy spinning him a yarn to waste his time. My shirt is wet in patches and my pants stop just below one knee where they were cut away by the forensic police unit, but I try to look indifferent. That’s what homeless people do. They don’t give a shit what anyone thinks.
“I was on my way to the train station—”
He cuts me off, saying, “You were on the street when you were mugged?”
I nod.
“You need to report that to Metro.”
Ah, he’s latched onto a technicality that avoids paperwork, realizing my obviously concocted story happened outside the station. I’m a problem he can avoid by palming me off to the real police. These guys must hate each other.
I try to look dejected and a little disappointed as I shuffle past him. The train shudders as it picks up speed, slipping occasionally on the ice as it accelerates. The officer moves to another railway car, putting me out of sight—out of mind.
The trip downtown takes half an hour. Commuters come and go. No one sits beside the anemic looking hobo in the last seat, which is fine by me.
The warm air within the train is a welcome relief. It must be 90 degrees, but still my hands shake. I’m not sure if that’s nerves or whatever goddamn disease Sveta passed on to me. I get off the train at Broadway. My passport photo is on all the TV screens, along with the occasional snippet of footage from the freeway pile up. A shot of the diner appears. A news crew is interviewing the waitress, but I can’t hear what’s being said over the noise in the station.
There are a couple of cops by the subway exit. They’re standing to one side chatting casually, so I move with the herd, keeping to the far side of the tunnel.
I’ve always hated being short, but now I’m glad to be five foot seven. There are security cameras everywhere. I keep in step with a huge African American ahead of me. He must be easily 6’4" so I hide in his shadow as the press of the human tide behind me carries us both out of the station.
The sun has risen. The air outside is cool, but there’s no breeze. Sirens sound. There’s always a siren sounding somewhere in New York City.
I walk to the corner of Broadway and Fifth and stand there looking lost. The lights change. Pedestrians cross. The lights change again and another horde crosses in the other direction. I’m loitering like a tourist, only I don’t have a camera to take any photos and I look like a bum.
Instead of being a junction, the corner of Broadway and Fifth is more like a pair of scissors as the two roads cross at an acute angle. I’m not sure which corner I should be standing on or how I’ll recognize the man I spoke to on the phone.
“This is wrong,” I mumble. “I should turn myself in.”
I’m burning up. It’s freezing cold and I’m running a fever. I’m dying.
The lights change again and amidst the sea of business men and women heading to work and the odd intrepid tourist braving the cold, I see Sveta. My heart skips a beat. She’s in a hurry. Either she doesn’t see me or she’s trying not to draw attention to herself, but she strides past no more than ten feet away. I want to call out her name, but given all that’s happened, that’s probably not smart. There’s a cop seated on a horse on the other side of the adjacent park. I don’t want to draw his attention.
I walk briskly behind Sveta. It’s her, I’m sure of it, but how? She’s wearing the same skin-tight black pants that are totally impractical in New York during winter. She has a jacket on. Her eyes are hidden by designer sunglasses, but she’s not wearing a hat, allowing me to get a good look at her face in side profile.
Sveta walks into the lobby of a nearby building and into an elevator with several other people. I rush to catch it, stopping the doors as they close. Sveta glances briefly at me from behind her dark shades. I stand quietly near the front of the elevator, waiting for the other occupants to leave as we stop at the various floors. Finally, it is just the two of us.
“Sveta,” I whisper softly. “How?”
Sveta reaches out with an elevator key card, swiping a security panel by the buttons for the different floors and the lift comes to an abrupt halt.
I stutter, saying, “I—I saw you. I saw you die.”
She removes her sunglasses and pushes me roughly against the side of the elevator.
“Sveta,” I plead, but she ignores me. Sveta reaches around behind the back of my neck and pulls me close, kissing me passionately. She’s surprisingly strong, easily overwhelming me. I try to pull away, but her arms are firm. She rolls her tongue around my lips. I’m trying to speak, but it’s impossible. Her lips are soft and moist and warm. I can feel myself surrendering to the passion.
“Stop,” I finally manage, prying myself away from her grasp. She steps back, looking deep into my eyes. Her beauty is captivating, her skin flawless.
“I can’t do this,” I say. “Please, you’ve got to tell me what’s going on. What happened at the airport?”
She shrugs and waves her security card over the elevator control panel and we continue moving to the top floor.
“Talk to me,” I call out, almost yelling at her.
Sveta ignores me. She looks at the crumpled scrap of paper with the phone number. She must have slipped it out of my pocket as we kissed.
“I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in,” I say. “But I can help.”
Even as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re ridiculous. I have no idea what I’ve been caught up in, let alone have any ability to help her or myself.
She sighs.
The elevator doors open and two men wearing balaclavas grab me by the arms and drag me out. They’re dressed in black and have automatic rifles slung over their backs with the muzzles pointing at the floor.
“Sveta,” I say, pleading with her.
She’s crying. Tears run down her cheeks. 
“There is no Sveta,” she replies coldly. “Sveta is dead.”
“I don’t understand.”
The two men push me down in a chair. We’re on a movie set. No, it’s a television set. There are several cameras in front of a backdrop used for the news. Another two thugs stand to one side of a newsreader, but she looks out of place. Our eyes meet and I can see she’s as scared as I am.
“Set up the data extraction,” a voice says. I recognize the voice from the phone call. I turn and see an elderly man walking out of the production room.
“I have a backup,” Sveta says, only it’s not Sveta. This woman must be her twin.
“Good, good,” the aging man says, walking over to me as I’m strapped into a chair like a prisoner awaiting execution. One of the men takes a swab from inside my cheeks and inserts it into a machine hidden inside a briefcase.
“Please,” I say, begging the old man for mercy. “You’ve got to give me the antidote.”
“Antidote?” he replies. “There is no antidote. This is a virus.”
“But… I need the antidote. You said I’ll die.”
“I lied.”
One of the masked thugs laughs as the old man continues.
“It is a variant of the common cold, designed to store massive amounts of information in the nucleus of a cell. In a few days, you’ll be fine.”
“But why? Why are you doing all this?”
As the words leave my lips, a video starts playing on the backdrop behind the newsreader. I can see a cable running from the machine in the briefcase to a broadcast panel controlling the images being displayed. The newsreader begins speaking, reading from a teleprompter. Her voice wavers as she speaks, but she quickly settles into her regular routine.
“These images you’re seeing are from the breakaway republic of Odessa, south of Moscow. Men, women and children are being slaughtered in the thousands. But what is most alarming about this ethnic cleansing is that it is not being carried out by loyalist forces alone. Footage shows US Special Forces on the ground providing direction to local troops under the containment doctrine revived by President Carver. Supporting the government of Odessa in its stand against the rebels might seem smart on paper, but innocent people are dying.”
The camera pans over what from a distance looks like a devastated forest, but these are homes that have been burnt to the ground. Bodies lay strewn in the street. At first, I’m confused as to why they’re all naked, lacking even hair, but the scorched earth tells its tale.
Bulldozers have been used to clear a path through the ruins only they’ve collected cars, trees, timber and mangled bodies. A dismembered arm lies casually next to a broken branch.
I feel sick.
“Using facial recognition, we have documented forty seven US soldiers on the ground and have evidence of over one hundred and fifty support staff using electronic surveillance and long range reconnaissance. This evidence will be provided in full to Time Magazine, The Washington Post, The New York Times, and USA Today for independent verification.
“Setting one corrupt foreign power against another corrupt government is akin to choosing between poisons. The world cannot turn a blind eye. The US cannot afford another Monroe Doctrine. Historically, the US has supported criminal organizations such as the Junta of El Salvador, Augusto Pinochet and the House of Saud for ‘strategic reasons,’ but to back a dictator such as Vlad Grecori as he ruthlessly slaughters his own people is akin to arming the Mafia.
“It is you, the US public, that must pass judgment on President Carver at the election. You must do what is right, not what is expedient. America must stand for freedom, not political interests and lobby groups. Rise up, America and speak. Let the voice of freedom be heard in all corners of the Earth.”
The lights on the cameras switch off, signaling the broadcast has ended. The old man loosens the straps holding me in place.
“That’s a wrap,” he says, clearly pleased with himself. “The police are coming. We must go.”
I’m in shock.
“What about me?” I ask. “What happens to me?”
“You are free to go.”
“Free?” I say, thinking about all I have been through in the last few hours and knowing I would not make it through a single day on the street alone.
Sveta’s sister says, “You Americans value your freedom. But there’s no freedom without the courage to fight for what is right.”
The old man offers me his hand, but it’s not merely to help me out of the seat. There’s something more symbolic in his gesture. He smiles as our hands lock, saying, “Welcome to the revolution.”
Revolution? I haven’t thought about it before now, but he’s right. No one starts out on a course for revolution. Franklin, Jefferson, Washington—none of them set out to revolt against the British Crown, they were forced into it. They had no choice other than to embrace revolution when change failed to come. They understood that freedom demands sacrifice.
Welcome to the revolution, indeed. I may not have sought out Sveta, but I understand what she did, and more importantly, why. Now, I too seek a revolution to balance the scales. 
The End




Afterword
We live in a time of transition. The world around us is changing at an extraordinary rate. The kind of privacy concerns that forced President Nixon from office in the 1970s barely register in the public consciousness today. In the near future, the advent of quantum computing may compound this effect even further, allowing the toughest of encryption algorithms to be easily cracked.
A world without secrets might sound idyllic, but it would mean a world without electronic commerce, as the integrity of transactions could not be guaranteed. Even now, we have concepts like two-factor authentication as a way of ensuring the identity of computer users.
As our ability to keep secrets becomes nigh on impossible, we’ll see a reversion to the covert techniques of the past. Like Cold War spies hiding plans in microfiche, DNA may become a means of concealing information.
Revolution is a glimpse into a world stripped of secrecy, exploring the prospect that highly sensitive information may need to be covertly shared by storing knowledge in DNA.
As usual, science is stranger than fiction. Researchers at Harvard university have demonstrated the ability to store 700 terabytes of information in a gram of DNA, that’s the equivalent of 14,000 blu-ray movies on the head of a drawing pin. Given the longevity of DNA, stretching into tens of thousands of years, such storage devices may well prove more practical than our current magnetic disk drives, but the potential for contaminating natural systems would be disastrous. The consequences could range from flu-like symptoms to the death of the host organism.
In this story, sensitive, politically damning information was carried by a courier, but dissemination strategies could emerge where information-baring viruses could be allowed to spread in the wild, circulating information for decades or even centuries after the original message was sent.
References:
Quantum computing & encryption:
http://www.computerworld.com/article/2550008/security0/the-clock-is-ticking-for-encryption.html
Storing information in DNA:
http://www.extremetech.com/extreme/134672-harvard-cracks-dna-storage-crams-700-terabytes-of-data-into-a-single-gram




LOST STARS
Previously unpublished, this story was written for my daughter Katie with the dedication “Our imagination allows us to reach beyond the stars.”
Lost Stars was written for an anthology that somehow never quite came together, exploring the steampunk universe of The Machine God and The Drifting Isles developed by MeiLin Miranda, Joseph Robert Lewis, and Charlotte English. If you enjoy steampunk, be sure to check out their work.
Synopsis: Inselmond is open for business. Trade between the Drifting Isle and Eisenstadt has flourished, with the flow of ideas forging new innovations and inventions. Clippers soar through the sky, blown by the winds and kept aloft by vast inflated bladders, but with trade comes exploitation by pirates.




Stars
“Come over here, girl,” the grizzled old man says, beckoning me to approach the bow of the clipper. I’m hesitant. I’ve been staring at him from the shadows for almost an hour now, fascinated by the aging starcaster with his shiny brass telescope. An elaborate telescope mount has been clamped to the prow of the ship, pointing up into the darkness. I didn’t think he could see me behind the wooden crates lining the deck.
“I won’t bite,” he jokes, smiling.
The deck of the clipper tilts as the helmsman adjusts our course. Cargo strains under tightly bound ropes.
I’m shy, but my curiosity overwhelms me. Slowly, I work my way along the railing, keeping a steady hand on the polished fittings as the ship sways gently beneath me.
“Still finding your wind-legs?” he asks, referring to my awkward walk around the edge of the deck. “Crazy, isn’t it? A ship turned upside down—sails where the keel should be—a steam engine and a heated bladder where the sails should be. Who would have thought such a thing was possible.”
I smile.
“I knew him, you know.”
“You did,” I say, losing all reservation.
“Adewole,” he replies, and I can see his eyes lighting up at the memory.
“Did you see the Machine God?” I ask.
“Oh, no. Not me. But my brother Izzy was there with Adewole when he found the Machine God. Izzy flew one of the autogyros. As for me? I studied under Adewole in the years that followed.”
“Wow,” I say, forgetting where I am for a moment. The clipper sways beneath me, rolling with the air currents like a ship on the ocean. The pitch of the deck shifts and I snatch at the railing to pull myself close. From here, I can see the counterintuitive view of the mainsail stretching out below the hull of the clipper. The old man is right. With a vast, heated bladder rising above the ship like a gigantic cigar and a sail extending down almost a hundred feet below the hull, the clipper looks upside down even though the hull is right-side up. The sail catches a stiff breeze and I feel the clipper rise, racing along on seemingly invisible waves.
One of the second mates descends the rigging, working his way down to the crow’s nest below the sails, securing loose ropes as he goes. Thousands of feet below him, the dark forests of Dumastra glide swiftly beneath us.
“Bring us about,” the captain cries from the rear of the clipper, and I watch as the first mate spins the wheel, winding the spokes and bringing the ship around onto a new bearing. The deck pitches slowly, rolling to the other side as the vast sail slips out of sight beneath me, flopping to the far side of the ship.
Ropes flex. Wood groans under the strain and our course adjusts yet again as we tack into the wind.
Steam wafts from the safety valves on the side of the three boilers lining the deck. The boilers are as black as the night, being made from cast iron and recessed half below the deck so that only the upper chamber and piping are visible. A faint red glow comes from an access port, venting excess heat into the cool evening air. Most of the steam billows up into the bladder, separating into the different inflated compartments that keep us aloft.
“We’ll be there by dawn,” the old starcaster says, observing my fascination with wind sailing. 
“Risenton,” I say. There must be a sense of mystique in my voice as the caster picks up on the tone.
“You’ve never been there, have you?”
“No,” I say, edging closer to him and his telescope now the clipper has settled into a steady course. We ride up on the wind, sailing through wisps of cloud. To one side, a storm bank towers thousands of feet above us. Lightning ripples through the clouds, but the thunder is muted, being barely more than a mumble, betraying the distance. The captain is steering us around this ethereal mountain of vapor rather than risking the wrath of a storm.
“This is my fifth trip,” the caster says.
“My uncle,” I say, feeling I owe the old man an explanation. “He trades in ichor—black mercury. He’s taking me to Inselmond to see the grand library.”
“You’re a lucky girl,” the caster replies, turning his attention back to his clipboard and noting something on a scrap of parchment.
“What can you see?” I ask, gesturing to the telescope. “Can you see my stars? Can you divine my future?”
The starcaster smiles, saying, “No. Magic doesn’t work like that. It’s not as simple as flicking a light switch.”
He winks at me, adding, “But for enough coin, I’ll take a fair guess.”
I’m disappointed, perhaps more at myself than at him, as I feel foolish asking what seems like a dumb question.
“What’s your name?”
“Ava,” I reply, sitting on a hatch with one hand resting lightly on the railing. I’m anxious, blurting my name out in a hurry.
“Don’t be fooled, Ava,” he says, peering through his telescope and fiddling with a brass nob on the side of the tube. “The stars aren’t what they seem.”
He beckons me closer, moving to one side so I can look through the eyepiece of the telescope.
“If anyone boasts about foretelling the future, they’re lying. For those of us that can see through the mist of time, there’s nothing to brag about.”
As I approach the mount of the telescope, I glance up into the darkness, being careful not to bump the brass tube. Stars dot the sky, shinning like fireflies. I close one eye and sweep my hair behind my ears as I crouch, peering through the lens. To my surprise, I see thousands of stars tightly clustered together like diamonds on black velvet.
“Oh,” I say, unable to express the beauty of what I’m seeing with mere words. I lean to one side, wanting to double check the patch of sky above us. There are no more than three or four dim stars up there, but through the lens there are more stars than I’ve ever seen in my life.
“How?” I say, struggling to compose a sentence and settling on just that one word.
“You’re looking at the Jewel Box, a star cluster in the constellation of the Queen of Heaven,” the old man says.
“But there’s so many of them. They’re so beautiful,” I say, not wanting to pull myself away from the lens and yet feeling compelled to as I want to face the starcaster and hear all he has to say.
“Stars teach us much about ourselves.”
“About our future?” I ask, wanting to hear more.
“About the past. About our origins.”
The clipper sways gently beneath us, rolling with the swell. The ship groans softly, responding to the slightest touch of the helmsman.
“Do not believe the lies of men, young Ava. Magic is unpredictable. The stars don’t reveal our future, but they do tell us where we came from. We are their future. We are the children of the stars.”
I slump against the railing, resting my hands on my knees and listening intently. There’s something poetic about the old man’s words, a sense of resonance that reveals decades of study and learning.
“There are so very many stars, far beyond what we can see, even with a telescope. Fixed stars and wandering planets. Comets and meteors shooting across the sky. And us, we are but lost stars.”
Thunder rumbles in the distance.
“The future is ours to make,” he says. “It is not predestined by patterns in the sky.”
This tired old man is unlike any starcaster I’ve ever met before. Normally, starcasters are pompous, reveling in the power they hold over others. Uncle calls them gamblers, only their coin is another man’s soul.
“You’ve read them, haven’t you?” I ask. “The books? All we hear are the legends, but you know.”
“Yes,” he says with a smile. “I have read them.”
“Every school child has heard of the books of Balcom, but I thought…”
“You thought no one could read them.”
“Yes.”
“There are a few of us that can,” he replies. “Roderick of Balcom is the reason you are sailing these winds tonight. He dreamed about ships such as this, sketching them in his notebooks, but oh, if only he had lived to see this day.”
Thunder breaks in staccato around us, but the storm clouds are high and to our starboard side. Suddenly, there’s yelling from the crew. Thumps resonate through the wooden hull of the clipper as sailors rush to man their stations.
“Pirates!” comes the cry from the crow’s nest.
The clipper sways as the captain takes the helm, yelling, “Fire the boilers! We need more height.”
I wrap my arms over the railing, holding on tight as the vast ship soars high, riding a wave of wind and climbing into the night. Coil guns rattle, firing needle-like darts as sailors man their stations strung out along the aft stores.
“Don’t you worry,” the old man says. “We’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.” But his voice breaks with fear. Like me, he grips the railing, pushing his back against the bow like a boxer huddled against the ropes at the end of a harrowing round.
As the deck pitches, I catch a glimpse of the sail stretching out below the hull, cutting back to the opposite side of the ship as we come about. An autogyro races past in the darkness. Although it’s small, carrying no more than two men, it’s agile, weaving in close to the clipper as it fires its guns, peppering the sail and tearing vast holes in the fabric. The propeller of the autogyro screams in the night, thrashing at the air as the pirates soar past the ship.
Sailors return fire, leaning out over the edge of the clipper and launching their fine needles into the dark.
“Give me more steam,” the captain cries. “We need to reach the clouds.”
I can hear the fires raging in the boilers beneath the deck. Steam billows from the vents, trailing behind us in long thin strands. The vast bladder providing our buoyancy strains as the clipper turns hard to one side. Dozens of ropes line either side of the hull, connecting the clipper to the heated cigar-shaped balloon that keeps us aloft. The stitching on the animal hide flexes under the stress as the ship lurches higher, climbing toward the dark storm clouds.
“Clear the decks,” the captain yells, and the civilians onboard scurry below the various hatches—only the two of us are trapped by the bow, unable to flee as the pirates launch another attack.
Again, the autogyro strafes the hull. Hundreds of tiny needles rake the wooden deck. To run for the hatches would be suicide. Sailors collapse under the onslaught, falling to the deck and writhing in pain. The old man and I are spared only because we are at the bow and the attack is focused on the midships. Passengers beneath the deck cry out in fear.
“More ichor,” the captain cries, and the fires within the boilers glow as hot air inflates the bladder to full size, dragging us still higher.
“Wait!” the stargazer yells, staggering down the deck past sailors tending to the injured. “It’s a trap. Don’t you see?” But with the howling of the wind and the drone of the autogyro circling for another attack, his voice is lost. “The bladder, they haven’t gone for the bladder. It’s a ruse!”
“Get down,” I yell, seeing the autogyro banking as it flanks us, lining itself up for another run at the midships. The old man is too distracted to notice, waving his arms at the captain as he races along the deck, weaving past crates and rigging stations.
The old starcaster never stood a chance.
A hail of needle-like darts cuts across the deck, thumping into his back and I scream, watching helplessly as he keels over the railing.
“Nooooo!” I yell, scrambling to my feet and rushing along the deck. The clipper pitches, catching a wind pocket, and for a moment the ship drops out from beneath my feet. My heart lunges into my throat, and yet as quickly as it sank, the massive ship rises again, driving hard under my boots. I stumble, scrambling to get to the old man.
Fingers cling to the railing.
I lunge at his hand.
“Hold on,” I yell, as though those words will impart strength.
The clipper rolls on the swell and his legs swing out, flailing beneath him. Dark mountains pass by thousands of feet below the clipper, with snow still clinging to their peaks.
“I—I.”
“Just hold on,” I say, leaning over the railing and grabbing his forearm. I pull with all my might, but he’s too heavy. His fingers are slipping.
“I can’t,” he says.
“You can.”
The autogyro screams past again, firing its coil gun in a staccato of violence. Hundreds of blade-like needles thunder into the deck, trailing in a line along the wooden planks.
The clipper dips, caught in a wind shear brought on by the approaching storm.
As the railing drops and my feet rise, I drag the old man higher. Somehow, he gets a leg up, jamming his foot sideways into the railing of the deck. From there, I pull on his jacket as he hoists himself over the rail. He’s badly injured. Dozens of coil gun needles stick out of his back. Blood soaks his jacket. Each of the needles is roughly six inches long, being akin to a knife blade without a handle.
The old man collapses to the deck, falling to his knees. I rest my hand on his shoulder, wondering if I should remove the needles.
“No,” he says, sensing what I’m about to do. “Don’t touch them. If you pull them out, I’ll bleed to death.”
“But I have to do something,” I say.
“Get to the captain,” he says. “Tell him this is a trap.”
The starcaster grimaces in pain, rocking on his side and grabbing at the stairs leading to the quarter deck. He steadies himself.
“Not designed to kill,” he says, gasping for breath. “All this. Just a distraction. Go.”
We’re racing for the clouds. The captain is trying to lose the pirates in the storm, but my heart sinks as I realize the starcaster’s right. There’s only one, lone autogyro attacking a clipper easily fifty times its size. At worst, it could pepper the bladder and force us down, but we’d survive if we glided to a lake.
I scramble up the stairs, calling out to the captain, but it’s too late.
As we approach the dark cloud bank a frigate emerges from the mist, descending toward us. She’s smaller than the clipper and flying the colors of black on white—skull and bones.
“Hard to port,” the captain yells, wheeling the ship around, but the frigate is smaller and more nimble, easily pulling along side, still slightly above us, weaving through the night sky.
Cannons erupt from the clouds. A barrage opens up like thunder and the wooden deck of our clipper explodes as cannonballs rip through the planks, sending splinters flying through the air. Several sailors are knocked overboard, screaming as they plunge to their deaths thousands of feet below.
The pirates are ruthless and methodical.
From where I am near the stern of the clipper, I see pirates swinging across the vast open void between us, with swords and coil guns hanging from their belts. Ropes extend from the rigging beneath the pirate ship. Its keel and sail pass overhead, brushing against our buoyancy bladder and tearing a hole in one of the baffles.
“Repel boarders!” the captain yells as pirates descend to the shattered deck of the clipper. Swords clash. Guns fire. Soldiers and pirates alike scream in the agony of battle. I huddle beside the wheelhouse, wanting to disappear into the shadows.
The frigate matches our speed, descending and drawing level with us. More ropes are cast across the gap. Pirates lash their ropes to our wounded ship. There’s yelling and screaming, leaving me shaking, trembling with fear. The passengers remain below deck. At a guess, that’s where my uncle is. I try to get to him, but the fighting is too intense.
Within minutes, the fighting ends and the terror begins as I realize the silence means our crew are either dead or defeated.
The pirates are surprisingly colorful, dressed in puffy white silk shirts with sashes and silk scarfs decorated in reds, yellows and greens. 
“Round ’em up, boys,” one of the pirates calls out. “Anyone that resists walks the plank.”
“Aye, Markoff,” another yells.
Markoff is dressed in black, with a mechanical hand extending from his forearm. Tiny cogs spin and levers shift, mimicking the motion of a real hand with thin spindly fingers flexing and grabbing at a loose rope.
“No,” someone screams, being dragged to the far side of our crippled ship and lashed to the railing. 
“Get the ichor and the ingots,” he commands. “Everything else goes down with the ship.”
“And the Grosse Baum?” one of the pirates asks.
“Aye, the Grosse Baum, take all you can find. Leaves and bark. They’ll fetch a fair price in Inselmond.”
I watch in horror as a pirate fixes a plank beyond the railing on the starboard side of the clipper, setting it straight and true. Laughter erupts from the victors as the old starcaster is dragged before Markoff.
“Bartholomew Lentzen,” Markoff says, recognizing the old man. “Well, this is quite a find. I dare say the Shadows would pay a fine bounty for your hide.”
The starcaster spits in his face, but the pirate just laughs.
“Defiant till the end. I’d expect nothing less for you, my old friend.” Markoff waves with his mechanical hand, signaling for the starcaster to be dragged away. Two pirates push the old man out onto the plank as Markoff adds, “Captain McGregor’s been looking for you, but me, I don’t care for no magic. I need no coin to put you to death, old man. For me, it is both an honor and a pleasure.”
Metal fingers flex around the hilt of a sword, drawing the cold steel from its leather scabbard.
“You’ll walk the plank for me, Lentzen,” he yells over the howling wind, prodding the starcaster and forcing him to step away from the railing. The wind whips by. The clipper rolls in a cross-breeze, and the starcaster bends his knees, reaching out with his hands and touching at the plank to keep his balance.
The pirate taunts the starcaster as he runs out of plank. “What do you want engraved on your tombstone, friend?” Other pirates gather around, laughing in delight.
My heart pounds in my chest. I can’t let this happen. But what can I do? I’m a young girl. These are grown men, armed to the teeth. What can I do to stop them from killing the starcaster?
One of the pirates has the helm. He’s holding the ship steady beside the pirate frigate, and it’s then I realize the ropes that bind us work both ways. They’re both an anchor and a leash.
I grab a wooden stanchion from the rigging and charge at the helmsman, swinging with all my might and catching him on the back of the head. He collapses onto the wheel, leaning on it as he falls.
All eyes turn to the helm as the clipper lists to one side, twisting toward the pirate’s ship. The starcaster crouches, grabbing the plank and holding on as he’s raised in the air. He’s the only one holding on as the deck pitches. I spin the wheel hard, working the handles rapidly through my hands and the clipper collides with the frigate, knocking the pirates off their feet and sending them sliding across the shattered deck.
“Get the wench,” one of the pirates yells as the clipper leans on a heavy angle. I catch a glimpse of the starcaster climbing into the hull through one of the port holes on the upper deck. Arms reach through an open shutter, dragging him to safety.
A pirate grabs me, lifting me off my feet and hurling me down the stairs and onto the main deck as the clipper draws level again. I sprawl out on the buckled wood, collapsing before the black pirate Markoff.
“You think you’re so smart,” he says, running the blade of his sword under my chin and using it to raise my head to face him. Ratchets and cogs click within his mechanical hand as vice-like fingers tighten on the hilt of his sword. “You’ll join Lentzen on the mountains below, my little sweetie.”
Markoff thinks the starcaster fell. I smile. It’s a mistake, and yet I can’t help but smile at the realization he’s been fooled by a girl half his age. It’s a small victory, and one that’s probably short-lived as they’ll find the wounded starcaster if they search the midships, but it is a victory over cruelty nonetheless.
“What? You think this is funny?” He must realize I’ve outwitted him in some way but he doesn’t understand how. For me, there’s immense satisfaction in taking that knowledge to the grave, so I tighten my lips, determined not to respond.
“Ramming the Duchess won’t make a difference to your fate,” he says, gesturing to the frigate. “You barely scratched her.”
He grabs me by the neck of my dress and drags me across the deck, pushing me roughly into the railing by the plank.
Behind him, on the far side of the inflated bladder, another pirate swings across the gap between the ships, landing with seasoned practice on the deck. His demeanor alone signifies him as a leader. Although he’s blind in one eye, he doesn’t wear an eye patch. Hideous burn marks scar the right side of his face, exposing the teeth in his jaw, but his clothing is impeccable. Colorful parrot feathers splay out from the rim of his hat. With a brilliant red coat and dark, navy blue trousers, he looks like an admiral rather than a pirate. He’s concerned, talking with several pirates about the lashing holding the clipper loosely beside the frigate. This must be the infamous Captain McGregor.
A young pirate follows him from the frigate. He can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen years old, roughly my age. They’re clearly worried about the damage inflicted by the collision, and I hope the distraction offers me a chance to escape.
“Walk the plank!” Markoff yells, ignoring them. He pushes the point of his sword into the small of my back, forcing me to scramble onto the plank.
The wind howls past, catching my hair and whipping it across my face. Broken clouds hide the dark land thousands of feet below. My fingers tingle. My legs are weak, on the verge of buckling beneath me. Just a few inches of wood and then nothing but the dark sky and rolling hills.
“I’ll have your name before you plunge,” Markoff yells as I stand at the end of the plank, feeling the wood flexing under my feet, rolling with the subtle motion of the clipper as it glides through the sky. I want to collapse in fear. I desperately want to cling to the plank and beg for my life, but I cannot. I won’t give Markoff the satisfaction of reducing me to tears. I refuse to turn to face him. I stand there defiant, looking at the fall, knowing a good mile of thin air separates me from a sudden, bloody death on the mountains below.
“Your name, wench?” Markoff calls out, prodding me in the back with his sword. I inch forward with the balls of my feet hanging over the edge of the plank. The muscles in my legs flex as I sway with the gentle rocking motion of the clipper, keeping my balance as the ship surges on through the sky. A moment’s lapse, just a slight shift forward, and I’ll plunge headlong from the plank. With my arms outstretched, waving back and forth to keep me steady, I wait for one last jab of the sword to push me on.
From the deck behind me, a voice calls out, “Is this what has become of us? Are we now so brave as to send young women to their death on the rocks below?”
“Lentzen,” Markoff yells, and I’m surprised to hear him sound flustered. “Bartholomew Lentzen. He was here—onboard the clipper. She was with him.”
“Lentzen?” Captain McGregor says. “Where is he?”
“He’s dead,” I say, looking over my shoulder, still concentrating on keeping my balance. “Your pit bull pushed him off the plank.”
Slowly, with my arms outstretched and my knees slightly bent, I turn to face the hideously scarred captain. The plank flexes with each motion, creaking and threatening to topple me into the dark abyss.
McGregor tightens his lips. I can see he’s ready to strike Markoff, perhaps even to have him join me on the plank.
Markoff splutters, “She. She—”
“She what?” McGregor bellows, followed by, “Bring her in. I will not have our name sullied with such cowardice as to force a woman to walk the plank.”
“But the Duchess?” Markoff cries. “She rammed the Duchess.”
McGregor shoves Markoff into the side of a wooden crate, raising a knife to his throat.
“Cross me again, and I’ll cut out your tongue and feed it to you with gravy. Do you hear me? I wanted Lentzen alive.”
Blood drips from the knife, having cut through the skin at one point, and I can see McGregor is on the verge of drawing the blade across Markoff’s throat, but he refrains.
Markoff grabs at his neck as McGregor lets him go, storming off and calling out to the pirate manning the helm. 
“Keep her steady as we transfer the loot.”
A teenage boy stands at the base of the plank, holding out his hand and gesturing for me to come in. The wind billows through his silk shirt, catching the colorful sash wrapped around his waist and whipping the loose ends like a flag.
“It’s okay,” he says. “Take my hand.”
I inch toward the clipper, holding out my hands, reaching for him. Our fingers touch. The wind shifts and the clipper rises, causing the plank to flex beneath me. Suddenly, the hull falls away, and I find myself in midair, just inches from safety. In that fraction of a second, either the plank slides from beneath me, or I fall to one side, I’m not sure which, but the young man lunges out onto the plank. He has one hand behind him, gripping the railing. With his other hand, he snatches at my wrist, grabbing me and swinging me back toward the clipper. I fall, slamming into the side of the hull.
“Hold on,” he yells. I’ve heard that phrase before, only last time I was the one reaching out a hand. Now, I feel utterly helpless, more terrified than when I stood upon the plank. I scramble with my legs, pushing off the wooden hull and reaching for the railing with my other hand. Several pirates grab at me, wrenching me up and over the railing with a surprising burst of strength.
I collapse to the deck. The wood feels sturdy and solid, as though the Earth has settled beneath me, but it is not. The hum of the steam engine surges through the wood, along with the heat from the boilers. I’m still thousands of feet above the Earth, resting on the deck of a crippled ship and surrounded by pirates, but I feel safe. It’s irrational, and yet I am relieved as I lie there on the splintered wood.
“What’s your name?” the captain of the pirates asks. His polished boots rest on the deck beside my head. I dare not look up. I feel no compulsion to answer him.
“You’re either incredibly brave or utterly foolish meddling with pirates.”
“I’m neither,” I reply, getting to my trembling legs. The young man helps me up, gently supporting my shaking arm. I face him, saying, “I’m fine. Please. Leave me.”
“She was traveling with Lentzen,” Markoff says, pointing at me with his mechanical hand and singling me out as though I’m a witch.
“Is this true?” the captain asks.
I don’t know why, but I lie. I feel as though I owe the old starcaster a chance to hide below deck and possibly escape.
“We were heading for the university in Inselmond,” I say, unable to say anything  more convincing.
“You studied under the old man?”
“No,” I say, suddenly realizing I’m out of my depth.
“She’s lying,” Markoff says, handing the captain the telescope as evidence. Blood seeps through a bandage wrapped around his throat.
“You can read the stars?” he asks.
“No,” I say, emphatically.
“Bring her with us,” the captain says, and the teenaged boy grabs me by my waist, lifting me off my feet as I call out in protest.
“And the ship?” Markoff asks, waving with his mechanical arm.
“Let them sail on,” the captain says. “We have our plunder.”




Lost
The pirate’s frigate swings by above the clipper with ropes extending down, trailing across the deck. I kick with my legs, wrestling with my arms, trying to free myself as the boy holding me grabs a rope and suddenly we’re soaring over the edge of the clipper. My feet dangle thousands of feet above the ground and suddenly I’m no longer struggling to be free, hoping only that the boy’s grip doesn’t slip under our combined weight.
The ropes retract, winding around spools in the midships of the frigate and hauling us up. Several pirates drag us onboard.
The frigate is smaller than the clipper. The autogyro that attacked us has landed and is mounted above the wheel house, immediately behind the vast bladder pushing us higher into the night sky. There’s a short rail extending beyond the stern. That must be how they launch and land their attack gyro.
“What’s your name?” the boy asks as I peer over the railing at the clipper disappearing below us. I’m not sure whether the frigate is rising rapidly or the clipper is falling away, but the distance increases to several ship lengths. The surviving crew of the clipper are already back on deck working on the rigging. I can see my uncle. He’s calling to me, but it’s impossible to hear him over the howling wind.
“Ava,” I say for no reason other than talking to someone, anyone seems preferable to sulking alone on a pirate ship.
“John Wallace McGregor,” the boy says, extending a friendly hand.
“What is wrong with you?” I ask, slapping his hand away. “I’m not shaking your hand. You’re not my friend. You kidnapped me.”
“I saved your life,” he says.
“Let me get this straight,” I say, pointing my finger at his face, just inches from his nose. “Your men attack my ship, blow holes in her deck, steal her cargo, force me to walk the plank, and you want to take credit for rescuing me?”
I don’t think John Wallace McGregor is used to a woman talking to him like this. He looks confused. I snatch the telescope from him, saying, “That’s mine.”
Technically, it’s the property of Bartholomew Lentzen, but I feel justified in claiming it on his behalf.
“But I—”
“At best, you’re a naive, silly young man caught up with the wrong crowd. At worst, you’re just like them—a thief and a murderer. Either way, you’re a complete and utter fool.”
“I didn’t mean,” he says, unable to complete his sentence.
“You didn’t mean what? To be a pirate? Well, take a good look around you Mister John Wallace McGregor. This is your mess.”
Damn, that felt good.
His eyes cast down at the deck, but I don’t care. Perhaps I’ve offended some pirate code of honor, and if I have, then good. It needs offending.
I storm off along the deck, leaving John Wallace McGregor flustered.
The frigate is narrow. Space is at a premium, with ropes coiled over hooks on the railing and crates of loot stacked beneath the inflated bladder, but like the clipper, the bow is empty. The frigate has a long bow extending out among the stars. Instead of railing, a low rope net surrounds the elongated wooden prow. The image of a lady has been carved into a wooden support beneath the prow, making the front of the craft far more ornate than the merchant vessel. Her dress, though carved from timber, appears to flow with the wind, while her hair follows the curls and curves of the wood grain.
I climb out on the prow. The wind whips through my hair as I sit on the thin wooden prong with my legs dangling over the edge of the ship. I’ve lost sight of the clipper. From what I can tell, we’re climbing higher as the clouds the clipper sailed through look like fog hovering above the mountains. The air is cool. The stars are radiant.
I rest the telescope against one of the rope supports for the buoyancy bladder and peer through the eyepiece. Just the slightest motion causes the stars visible through the telescope to jump and dance, and it takes a deliberate effort to steady the view. I want to find the star cluster—the Jewel Box held by the Queen of Heaven—but I have no idea where to look.
John Wallace McGregor sits on a crate behind me. Try as I may, it’s impossible to ignore him. I think I’m right about him. This is probably all he’s ever known, and he’s never stopped to question the life he’s living. Well, he will now, and I hope that evokes remorse. I hope I’ve got him to question his decisions rather than blindly following others in what must seem like a grand adventure. To my mind, there’s no adventure to be had in the misery and suffering of others.
“What can you see?” he asks.
“Stars.”
I thought that was kinda obvious, but to be fair, he’s sitting where I was not more than an hour ago, asking largely the same questions.
“My father wants you to divine his future,” he says.
I don’t offer a reply.
“My father says most starcasters are frauds, stealing money from the gullible.”
“He’s right,” I say, remembering the old starcaster’s words to me. John is gullible, and yet as I sat before the starcaster I too wondered whether my future was written in the heavens. The old starcaster knew. It’s too easy to look to others for a glimpse of fate, when tomorrow lies in the palm of our own hands. I miss Bartholomew Lentzen. I’m glad he escaped. I hope he survives his wounds.
“My father says Lentzen could cast. He could see the future.”
Again, I’m silent, not liking where this conversation is leading.
“And you studied under Lentzen?”
Now’s probably not the time to be entirely honest so I nod, offering a tacit lie. If the pirates realize I know nothing about casting, I’ll be deadweight. I’ll be thrown overboard.
“Tell me my future,” he says.
I lower the telescope, turning to face him. His father is talking with one of the pirates about securing the cargo on deck.
“Please.”
For me, it’s surprising to see a pirate become docile and submissive around a starcaster. Superstitions dull the mind.
“I don’t need the stars for that,” I say to John. “You’re a pirate. Sooner or later, you’ll hang from the gallows.”
“Ha ha ha,” the captain says, stepping forward from the shadows and slapping his son on the back. “You see? This is a starcaster—a true starcaster. No flowery words, or airs and pretenses. No sweet sonnets that beguile the soul. No, the Devil may care, but a starcaster does not.”
Captain McGregor steps beside his son, grinning as he asks, “And me? What about me? How will I die?”
With his hideously scarred face and his one blind eye, Captain McGregor is terrifying to behold, but in that moment I notice something else. Behind him, the other pirates have fallen quiet. They stand silent, facing the bow.
“You will die tonight,” I say.
“Wh—What?” he replies, half laughing, clearly hoping I’m joking, and I’m surprised by just how much power a starcaster holds over violent men such as these. My comment, though, has come not from observing the heavens, but rather the shifting allegiance of the crew. I can see them gathering behind in the shadows with weapons drawn.
“And who will kill me?” Captain McGregor asks.
“Your first mate, Markoff,” I say, realizing what neither he nor his son can see. Captain McGregor stiffens, grabbing at the hilt of his sword, realizing this is no joke. He must see the attack coming in the steely resolve of my eyes.
A sword cuts through the air. Markoff lunges at the captain from behind. McGregor drops in response to my motion as I flinch at the sight of polished steel tearing through the night.
Markoff’s blade catches the captain’s hat—slicing it from his head.
John and his father turn their backs to me, facing down the crew.
“Mutiny, is it?”
“I’d like to think of it more as a corporate restructure,” Markoff replies with a sly smile catching the moonlight. The two men square off against each other with swords drawn. They step carefully, as though they were walking on broken glass, trying not to make a sound. With his mechanical arm, Markoff lunges at Captain McGregor, thrusting with his sword as he aims for the belly. The captain parries, deflecting the blow and counters, swinging wildly and slashing one of the ropes securing the vast bladder. The frigate rocks to the side. Swords clash. Captain McGregor is forced back in the fury of the fight, but there’s nowhere to retreat to.
“The rigging,” the captain yells, backing along the prow. “Get below.”
The prow wasn’t designed for more than one or two people, and I find myself pinned against the netting as John and his father fight the crew on the bow. Swords collide with a sound like that of thunder in the clouds. Metal strikes metal in blow after blow.
Against my better judgment, I climb over the side of the bow, holding onto the ropes securing the wooden prow as it juts out into the wind. The rigging leads to the sails set beneath the frigate, but there’s nothing beneath them. My heart races as yet again, I’m dangling more than a mile above the Earth.
“Surrender, and I’ll grant you the plank,” Markoff yells.
The captain doesn’t reply with anything other than the steel of his sword, but Markoff’s toying with him, even I realize that. Several of the pirates have blunderbuss shotguns leveled at him. This isn’t a fight for control of the ship, the frigate has already been lost. All Markoff has to do is step back and allow the crew to fire, but he seems to relish sparring with the captain, making this seem like a fair fight.
John climbs down into the rope netting.
McGregor stands with one hand behind his back, balanced on his hip, the other swinging his sword as his feet shuffle back and forth on the thin prow.
Markoff seethes with hatred, fighting with raw passion rather than finesse. McGregor has the stance of a gentleman, not a pirate. Markoff is a tavern brawler—all muscle and no technique, relying on brute force.
John catches up to me on the rigging.
“You need to lose that,” he says.
“The telescope?” I say, wrapping my arm around a rope leading to one of the sails and still gripping the telescope for dear life. “No.”
I can’t explain why, but for me this battered, dented brass tube means more than life itself. Perhaps it’s my recollection of the old man. Perhaps it’s the only connection I have with the clipper, but I can’t bring myself to throw the brass telescope into the wind.
John clambers down onto a rope bridge extending beneath the length of the hull. He grabs my hand and hauls me onto the bridge. We run along the planks slung beneath the frigate to maintain the sails. Several pirates lower themselves over the side of the hull on ropes used for setting the mast. They swing in toward us. It’s only then I realize John has lost his sword.
A pirate blocks our path, landing on the wooden planks woven into the rope bridge. I push past John, charging foolishly at the pirate, but determined that no man will have an easy victory over me. The pirate swings his sword, aiming for my head. I block with the telescope and the blade sinks into the soft brass, becoming lodged. The pirate is confused, expecting the sword to glance off the tube, so I use the leverage provided by the telescope to yank the sword from his hand. His eyes trace the handle of the sword as it’s wrenched from his fingers, and he leans to one side, dangling over the ropes, and reaching for the sword still stuck in the telescope. That’s all I need to drop my shoulder and charge into him, knocking him into the rigging. He falls, becoming tangled in the sails and collides with the mainstay before plunging into the darkness.
“Nice work,” John says, prying the sword loose from the dented telescope. A large gash runs down the side of the tube. I doubt this telescope will ever peer at the stars again, and yet still I cannot bring myself to abandon it.
“We need to get out of here,” I say, and this time it’s the girl that grabs the boy’s hand and drags him on.
We approach the stern of the frigate from beneath the hull. The rope bridge ends roughly where the rudder would have once been years ago when this ship sailed the open seas. A rope ladder stretches backwards up over the stern, leading around the cabin and behind the galley.
“Can you fly it?” I ask.
“The Duchess?” John replies as more pirates approach from behind us. They pound along the rope bridge, causing the planks to shake beneath us.
“The autogyro,” I yell, shoving the telescope beneath my belt and climbing the rope ladder.
“You’re kidding, right?” John calls out, climbing after me.
“Nope,” I reply. “I don’t know about you, but I’m getting the hell off this rig.”
“I’ll try,” he says.
“You’ll fly,” I say. “Either that or we’re both dead.”
The rope ladder curves around the hull, making it difficult to climb as we’re half falling from the rungs with each step. Once we reach the back of the frigate, the climb becomes vertical, making our ascent quicker and easier.
“Cut the ladder,” I say as we pass an access port leading to the quarter deck.
John leans down, hacking at the rope and pinning it against the wooden hull as he strikes at it with his sword. There’s a pirate following us up the ladder, but he quickly realizes he’s seconds away from falling and grabs hold of a steel ring set into the hull. The ladder drops away and his legs swing out from beneath him.
I continue on, climbing over the railing and onto the deck. From there I scramble over crates and up onto the wheelhouse, where the autogyro is mounted on the launch rail. The autogyro is an ungainly contraption that looks as though it was designed in a junkyard, having been built from spare parts. Nothing goes together. The ungainly contraption is a collection of curved, shiny silver plates rimmed with polished brass nuts, along with coils of copper tubing and pistons rising out of an oversized engine. The wooden propeller at the front of the craft is almost as tall as me. The open cockpit has two seats with a flight stick set between them and wooden pedals to operate the rudders.
“Pump the ichor,” John calls out, seeing me standing beside the autogyro, looking confused. “You’ve got to prime the steam turbine.”
Sounds simple enough. What’s a steam turbine? Is it that curly thing at the back with the pistons, or the block of metal at the front with tar dripping from the O-ring seals? I shove the telescope between the seats and scan the interior of the autogyro hoping something looks obvious, but the layout of the controls is confusing.
“Look out,” John yells, and instinctively I duck as dozens of tiny needles bounce off the metal casing surrounding the cockpit.
John charges at a pirate reloading a blunderbuss, swinging his sword and knocking the gun from the man’s hands.
“Get the black mercury up to pressure,” he yells as his sword clashes with a steel pipe brandished by one of the pirates.
Black mercury, that has to be the sludge oozing out from around the metal casing. There’s a small lever beside the engine block. I work the handle up and down, feeling the pressure building. Once I can no longer compress the handle, I clip it under a brace on the side of the engine.
“Now what?” I yell, but John is too busy. He’s fighting two pirates at once, both of them brandishing cutlasses.
Inside the cockpit there’s a bewildering array of dials and switches, but one of them has a glass cover that looks like a red gemstone. I flick the switch and the propeller splutters into life.
“The choke,” John yells, hearing but not seeing what I’m doing. Frantically, I look around. There’s a small plunger beside the control panel marked ‘choke.’ By pulling on it, I adjust the engine’s output. Instead of wheezing and coughing, the steam engine begins to purr. Pistons pump up and down at a phenomenal rate, slowly merging into a blur. The propeller turns so fast the black tips appears as though they’re a continuous, solid circle surrounding the front of the autogyro.
“What now?”
“Go,” John yells.
Go? As gallant as he is, his admonition is hardly practical. Starting the autogyro is one thing, flying it is another. And as for landing, well, I favor jumping out while skimming over Lake Sherrat.
I step out of the autogyro and onto the roof of the wheelhouse. John is madly fighting off a pirate on the deck below, but they’re evenly matched, trading blows with their swords. I’ve got to do something.
“Sorry, Bartholomew,” I say, grabbing the telescope and hurling it at the pirate. My aim is lousy and I miss the pirate’s head, catching him on the arm. The brass telescope bounces away harmlessly, but it provides enough of a distraction for John to knock the sword from his hand. The pirate scrambles for the sword as it clatters across the deck.
“Come on,” I say, reaching out my hand. John clambers up onto the wheelhouse beside me.
Once we’re inside the autogyro, he says, “Hold on.” I’m about to ask ‘to what?’ when I’m tossed backwards into the seat as the flying contraption is catapulted along the short rail and into the air. Retractable wings pop out from the side of the craft, unfurling like a bird taking flight.
“Yaaahooo!” I cry, grabbing at seatbelt straps and running them over my shoulder.
For someone that’s never flown an autogyro, John handles the strange craft with ease, working with the controls and guiding the craft around as we flank the frigate.
I want him to leave, to fly away as quickly as we can, but I understand his father is still down there. Pirate captain or not, he loves his dad, and I don’t have the heart to demand he leave him.
As we race the length of the frigate, I see a figure lying prostrate near the bow. The extravagant red jacket and blue trousers are heartbreaking to behold.
“I’m sorry,” I say, knowing John has seen him as well.
John reaches forward, flicking several levers and a large coil gun raises from within the hood.
“Don’t do it,” I say.
“I have to,” John says through tears. “They killed him. They have to die. All of them. They must.”
Gun ports swing open, lined up along the frigate. Muzzles are pushed forward as cannons are rocked in place, primed, ready to fire.
“Don’t you see?” I yell over the noise of the engine and the howl of the wind. “We don’t stand a chance against them. This is what they want. Think with your head, not your heart.”
I’m tempted to wrestle for control of the autogyro, but that would only enflame the situation more. At this point, I have to trust John to make the right decision. The frigate is fully armed—arrayed with cannons, coil guns, blunderbuss turrets and grappling hook launchers. We might pepper their ship with thousands of needles, but they need only land one blow to destroy our fragile craft. To exact revenge is not merely folly, it is to descend to their level. I want to tell John this, but he needs to learn this for himself. This is a lesson that cannot be taught with words. I rest my hand on his knee and look at him with a deep longing for understanding on his part.
John turns to me. His lips quiver. His hands tremble on the control stick, but he pulls on the yoke and the autogyro banks to one side, turning away from the pirate ship and easily outpacing it.
“Thank you for trusting me,” I say.
He has tears running down his cheeks as he says, “Oh, it is I that must thank you.”
John breathes deeply and I can see a weight lifting from his heart and mind.
“Well,” he says, his voice still trembling as we clear a lofty cloud bank and soar into the night. “You sure get quite a view of the stars from up here.”
“Yes, you do,” I reply, gazing at the tiny points of light radiating like diamonds.
There’s silence for a few minutes as we both relish the astonishing sight before us.  The night is so dark the Queen of Heaven is clearly visible, a constellation marked out by seven brilliant stars. In one of her imaginary hands, at the end of what is nothing more than a brief run of tiny stars forming a curve through the sky, there’s a cluster of faint stars—the jewel box. Those particular stars are tightly packed, with dozens of them bunched up next to each other. But I know their secret, there are thousands of them, perhaps tens of thousands, and I smile, hoping Bartholomew Lentzen is looking up at them as well.
Clouds drift by below us. The dark sky above seems limitless, as though it contains worlds without end and not just one lonely drifting isle. Tonight, it seems as though there could be millions, perhaps billions of other worlds teeming with life, but they’re too far away for us in our tiny autogyro.
“Where shall we go?” I ask.
“To Inselmond,” John says. “To the drifting isle, where you’ll be safe.”
“Where you’ll be thrown in prison,” I reply.
“So be it.”
“I won’t let them take you,” I say, surprising myself with my passion for a young man I barely know. “I’ll tell them what you did, how you fought the pirates.”
John responds, but without addressing my concerns. “Whatever may come, nothing can replace this moment. Look at us, soaring through the heavens like two lost stars.”
I smile, saying, “We’ll go to Bartholomew Lentzen. The old starcaster will know what to do.”
“He’s alive?” John asks, looking at me in surprise.
“Yes,” I say, feeling confident about the future for the first time in my life.
The End




Afterword
I hope you’ve enjoyed this swashbuckling adventure high above the city of Eisenstadt, somewhere in the clouds surrounding the Drifting Isles.
This story was inspired by Adam Levine’s song Lost Stars and Norah Jones’ song Chasing Pirates. Norah’s song describes her struggling to get to sleep because she’s been reading a book about life on the high seas. Even though she’s turned out the lights, she finds she’s still chasing pirates. I’d dearly love to know what book Norah was reading as I love novels that keep me up all night. I hope this story does that song justice.




NATURAL
Natural first appeared in Alt.History 101 an anthology developed as a spin off from the
Future Chronicles series of anthologies.
What would the world look like if Edward Jenner died prematurely before developing a vaccine for smallpox? What would it mean to us today if having a sniffle could signal the onset of a cold or crippling polio? What if the tables were turned and instead of anti-vaccine campaigners the norm was to cling to the past? Controversy might exist around anti-naturalists, those advocating for medicine to extend the natural bounds of life beyond the age of forty. What if the world we inhabit today seemed like a dream—a life too good to be true?
The loss of children in this story might sound like an exaggeration but if anything it understates the historical loss most families suffered prior to the advent of modern medicine. Just over a century ago, it was not uncommon for mothers to die in childbirth, while barely one-in-five children would make it to adulthood.




Unnatural
Susan falls to her knees on the damp grass. Lincoln stands beside her, staring at the freshly dug grave.
Numb.
The shovel makes a grating sound as it digs into the dirt piled to one side. Wave after wave of soil rains down on a tiny aluminum coffin, slowly burying young Lisa. The sky is a brilliant azure blue. It should be grey. Sunlight warms his cheeks, but Lincoln feels cold. Rain should fall. His tears are not enough. Nature should mourn the loss of every child. How can it be that clouds don’t darken the sky? Why do birds sing and fly with such vigor and cheer?
Susan sobs softly, holding a lace hanky to her lips.
Lincoln crouches beside her, resting his hand gently on her shoulder. Touch is life. Touch is all he has left. Touch is all he can do. Through tear-stained eyes, Lincoln forces himself to read the tombstone.
Lisa Jane Thompson
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And yet it is the warning at the base of the stone, the tiny words etched just above the grass line, that burn into his heart.
Died from Smallpox Variola major A-7113
Pathogen neutralized. Hermetically sealed. Do not exhume.
Cremation exemption granted by order of the Federal Government AR-17392-AG779.
“I’m so sorry for your loss.”
Lincoln isn’t sure who spoke those words. So many words have been spoken and all of them meaningless to the dead, and yet somehow the living endure on the kindness of words spoken from the heart.
Others mumble their condolences, shuffling past him in their dark suits and black dresses. Lincoln doesn’t mean to be rude, but he barely knows they’re there.
Susan looks up occasionally, recognizing a voice Lincoln hasn’t acknowledged.
Empty.
As before, he doesn’t know how he will go on, but the gravestones beside this fresh plot remind him he will.
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Sorrow burns like an acid in his heart, but why? Is his grief so intense because Lisa was his first daughter? Lincoln can’t bear to think of her as “was,” she “is” and forever will be his daughter. Another tear rolls down his cheek as the casket slowly disappears beneath the freshly turned soil.
No. His grief is the anguish of burying four children—of there being no end to the torment and torture. With each child, part of his own soul dies.
The last of the mourners passes softly by, laying a bunch of flowers beside the headstone, but neither Lincoln nor Susan move. Time should stand still, but it doesn’t. It won’t. It can’t.
“Mom? Dad?”
Lincoln turns and sees his eldest son Jonathan sitting in his wheelchair. He has his hands in his lap. It’s a subtle gesture, one intended to spare Jonathan embarrassment in public. Lincoln recognizes it instantly.
“Yes, of course,” Lincoln says, knowing the needs of his polio-stricken son demand attention. “There’s a bathroom in the funeral home.”
Lincoln releases the brakes on his son’s wheelchair and starts to roll him away. Susan’s hand rests on his forearm. Their eyes meet for a second, saying more than words ever could. With bloodshot eyes and pale cheeks, Susan forces a smile, fighting against the grief tearing at her heart. Lincoln nods. Life moves on.
The drive home from the cemetery is quiet. The car radio plays, but no one’s listening. Lincoln, Susan and eleven year old Jonathan are lost to the world. Dark clouds billow on the horizon, marking a coming storm.
Lincoln pulls into the driveway, parking the car in the garage. As he helps Jonathan into his wheelchair, he spies a parcel sitting on the front doorstep.
Susan notices the parcel and says, “No, no, no!”
She’s distressed.
“Please tell me you’ve given up on this madness!” She cries. “There is no cure!”
Lincoln will not be deterred, not on the day he buried his daughter.
He walks over and picks up the box, his eyes drifting over the return address.
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“Can you not rest?” Susan cries, pleading with him as she pushes Jonathan up the side ramp leading to the front door. “Can you not grieve for a day?”
“I cannot,” is all Lincoln can bring himself to say.
He walks inside the old homestead and sets the box on the kitchen table.
Jonathan must sense a storm brewing between his parents as he wheels himself to his room and closes the door.
Susan sits down at the table. Her hands tremble.
Lincoln opens the box.
“It’s all here, just as I requested, a copy of the journal of Edward Jenner from 1796—the year he died from smallpox.”
“But millions of people have died from smallpox. I don’t understand your obsession with just one—someone from hundreds of years ago.”
Lincoln is focused, hiding from the pain in his heart. “Because he knew. He understood what we were dealing with.”
Susan clasps her hands together, saying, “I understand your need to fix things. You’re a doctor. But there are some things that cannot be fixed. There are times in life where we have to accept our fate. It’s futile to rage against a storm.”
Lincoln listens as he thumbs through the pages of the journal.
“It’s a male thing,” Susan says. “You’re probably not even aware you’re doing it. You fix a leaking tap. You pay a carpenter to repair the roof. You command a nurse and she follows your direction. You speak before Congress, or at an inquiry where Senators hang on your every word. You’re in control. But control is an illusion. In life, there is no control. There is no medicine, no antibiotic that can cure a virus. And you know that.”
“So I should accept defeat?” Lincoln asks, but not with anger. There’s both kindness and curiosity in his voice.
“Not defeat,” his wife of twenty years replies tenderly. “Reality.”
Lincoln stops flicking through the journal, considering her words.
“We Homo sapiens do not accept reality. We bend reality to our will. We cut down forests to make farms, pave meadows to build roads, craft ships from iron to sail the oceans. No, I cannot accept reality when it means watching my own children die. Reality must accept me.”
Her lips quiver, as do his.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I cannot give up, not if there’s a chance to change the future. No family should suffer all we have had to endure.
“If Edward Jenner had succeeded all those years ago, how different would our world be today? If he was right, the lives of millions would have been saved. How much heartache and anguish would we have been spared?”
Susan asks, “And you think he’s right when so many others have been wrong?”
“Yes. I think he was onto something. We can’t cure someone with a virus like smallpox or polio, but perhaps we don’t need to. Think about it. If you cut yourself, the skin mends within days. Dent a car and that won’t happen. Break a bone and it will knit itself back together. Our bodies are self-healing machines. Perhaps if we can teach our immune system, teach it to learn to defeat a virus it’s never seen before, we can win the war against viruses.”
“Teach our immune system? Linc, listen to yourself. You’re talking about your body as though it were a medical student sitting there in a lecture. You can no more teach your body than you can walk on water.”
“Not everyone dies, Sue. Some live. Why? What makes them different? What makes them special? There’s got to be a reason.”
There’s exasperation in her voice. “Microbes are not ruled by reason. What you’re suggesting is impossible.”
“But if it wasn’t, think about how different life would be! And I don’t just mean for Jonathan or poor Lisa, but for the world at large. What if, instead of a nation of thirty million, we were a nation of three
hundred
million?”
Susan laughs. Such a burst of emotion takes Lincoln by surprise and he smiles. It is an absurd notion.
“Where would they all live? There wouldn’t be any room.”
Her mood lightens.
“We would make room,” he says, becoming excited and thinking aloud. “If we can’t build out, we’ll build up.”
“Up?” she replies, and he nods, knowing he’s stretching the bounds of credulity, but Susan doesn’t seem to mind. “We could build houses on top of houses, and by that, I don’t just mean one or two. Imagine fifty of them, or a hundred stacked on top of each other, stretching up into the sky–buildings that scrape the clouds.”
Susan laughs. “But how would people get up and down?”
He smiles. “I don’t know, but that’s the beauty of thinking big. We figure these things out along the way.”
Susan shakes her head, but not in disbelief, more out of astonishment at his contagious enthusiasm, and he catches a glimmer of the young woman he fell in love with in college. He can see the passion from those early days still burning in the depths of her heart. She wants to believe, but the years have been cruel, crushing her soul, and yet still there’s a spark.
Lincoln carries on. His mind is awash with ideas.
“Would the Germans have won the Second World War if it hadn’t been for the outbreak of smallpox at Ardennes? Would Stalin have invaded China if Beijing wasn’t reeling from the loss of a hundred million people to the pox? This virus—this tiny bundle of genetic information—is the scourge of humanity.
“How many brilliant young minds have been lost to science because they were stolen from us in their youth? The great questions of our age might have been answered long before now, like what happens within the heart of an atom? Or why does light move at a constant speed? Think about it. We live in a galaxy of stars, but we have no idea how many there are. There could be hundreds of thousands of stars out there, each of them like our own, each of them with dozens of planets, perhaps even life!”
Susan shakes her head softly, but he knows she means no ill. She smiles faintly at his irrepressible enthusiasm.
Lincoln gestures at the light coming in through the window and the fine specks of dust suspended in the air.
“Smallpox is hundreds of times smaller than this and yet it can kill hundreds of millions of people.”
Susan speaks softly with a slow cadence, saying, “But there is—no—cure.”
“Don’t you see?” Lincoln says, holding up the journal as though it were an exhibit in a courtroom. “We don’t need a cure. If we can prevent smallpox from ever taking hold, we win the war without fighting a single battle!”
“But it’s not natural,” Susan protests. Lincoln understands her frustration, and he knows it isn’t with him. She’s frustrated by the loss of her children and the impotence of modern medicine to fight something as small and seemingly insignificant as a virus—just a few tiny threads of DNA that don’t amount to more than a fraction of the human genome.
“No, it’s not natural,” Lincoln replies. “What’s natural is death. For ten thousand years, smallpox has determined who lives and who dies, but we can change that. We can.”
He takes her hand. She doesn’t resist. The tears welling up in the corners of her eyes say she wants to believe him, but she’s been so badly hurt. Scarred and scared, the pain in her eyes is raw.
“I think Jenner was on to something with cowpox,” Lincoln says. “Others may laugh. They may lampoon me, but ignorance and ridicule are the refuge of small minds.”
Susan nods in agreement.
“We have to be courageous,” he says, gently squeezing her warm fingers. “Secretary Mahon says we’ll have a man on the Moon before the decade is out, but I think we can do something greater. We can eradicate these horrific diseases. All of them. Not just the pox. We can banish them to the history books!”
“Just,” she says, patting his hand tenderly and pausing for a moment, searching for the right words. “Just don’t forget her. Okay?”
“Is that what worries you?” he asks, sitting at the table next to her.
Susan can’t speak. She nods, biting her lip as tears flood her eyes.
Lincoln wants to deny he could ever forget young Lisa, but he knows what Susan means. Work is an escape, a chance to focus on something else. It’s too easy to forget, too easy to become busy solving the nation’s problems and not his own. Lincoln doesn’t want to forget, and yet forgetting is the only way to relieve the pain. For Susan, this is the crux of the issue—that their children are more than statistics, more than letters etched on tombstones.
“For Lisa,” he says in barely a whisper. “For Alex. For Davy. For Phil.”
There’s a knock at the door.
Lincoln swallows the knot in his throat, adding, “And for Jonathan.”
He gets up and walks to the front door. Outside, someone is setting up a wooden lectern on the carefully manicured lawn.
Clouds darken the sky, threatening rain.
Workers struggle with a couple of bulky black and white television cameras on the roadside. Each camera is the size of a small cannon, with large telephoto lenses protruding like some futuristic alien ray gun. Police keep bystanders back as Lincoln’s personal assistant arranges seats for the press.
“We’re almost ready,” a young woman with a clipboard says. “The Secretary of Health has just arrived.”
“Thank you,” Lincoln says as the Secretary jogs up the footpath wearing a dark suit.
“Jesus, Lincoln,” he says, brushing past the woman and stepping inside the house. “Are you sure you want to go through with this? I mean, I knew we were scheduled for today, but you’ve just buried a child. I can call off the whole thing. No one will think less of you. The public will understand.”
“No,” Lincoln says. “I’m fine.”
“Sue?” The Secretary for Health has genuine concern in his voice, but doesn’t complete his sentence. What is there to be said?
Susan stands by the kitchen table with her hands folded tightly across her chest. For a second, Lincoln wonders what she’s going to say. He’s never demanded any kind of loyalty or allegiance from her, that’s just not the way a healthy marriage works. If she wants to voice her dissent to the Secretary, she has that right. He stares at the floor, visually signaling that the choice is hers.
The Secretary rushes over to her, showing a level of care that’s surprising given his position and the mere handful of occasions he’s met her before. He hugs her as though she were family.
“I—I cannot imagine what you’re going through.”
Susan seems to crumple in his arms. He steps back, looking deep into her eyes as he holds her by the shoulders. “You and Linc. You’re an inspiration. If there’s anything Jan and I can do. Please. Don’t hesitate.”
Susan shakes her head. Like Lincoln, she wouldn’t dream of imposing on the Secretary of Health and Human Services for the United States of America.
“I’ve spoken with the President,” the Secretary says, turning to Lincoln. “Politically, he can’t be seen to take sides on this issue. Privately, he shares your concerns. He’s one of eight children. With only two surviving to adulthood. His brother has lost children to the pox. He’s sympathetic, but the party is divided on the issue of naturalism and he’s facing a hostile Congress with the colonial war in Spain.”
“I understand,” Lincoln says.
“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” the Secretary asks.
Lincoln nods.
“You’ll get one shot at this. One shot, and only one shot. The media is going to smell blood in the water. They’ll be merciless.”
“I know,” Lincoln says, retrieving a small felt-covered black box from his briefcase. Normally, it holds a fountain pen, but not today.
“And you’re okay with this?” the Secretary asks, turning back to Susan. “You know he’s throwing away his career, right?”
Susan smiles and nods. If Lincoln didn’t know better, he’d swear she didn’t have a care in the world.
“I trust my husband,” she says as their eyes meet.
“I just want you to know,” the Secretary adds, turning his attention back to Lincoln. “If Congress calls for your resignation, there’s still a place for you on my staff. If you want to retire to academia, I understand. I can pull some strings at Princeton.”
“Thanks, Mitch.”
Lincoln doesn’t make a habit of referring to the Secretary by his first name, but given the intensity of the moment and the genuine heartfelt support he’s receiving, it seems only appropriate.
“Okay,” the Secretary says. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
Lincoln follows the Secretary out the front door and into a hail of flash bulbs.
The Secretary stands before the lectern and addresses the media.
“Thank you for coming here today. Ordinarily, we would hold a media conference like this in a stately room, flanked with flags and the formalities of government, but this is no ordinary day, and Dr. Lincoln Thompson is no ordinary physician. As Surgeon General of the United States of America, Dr. Thompson holds the most senior medical position within our government and is responsible for crafting the Evidence-Based Medicines Act currently before Congress.”
The Secretary steps to one side, adding, “Dr. Thompson,” by way of introduction.
Lincoln steps up to the wooden lectern and adjusts the microphone. He has no notes, only the small black case in one hand and the journal of Edward Jenner tucked under his arm. He rests the journal on the lectern and places the case beside it, looking down at them as he composes himself.
At first, there’s a flurry of activity. Cameras flash. Reporters start calling out questions over the top of each other, but Lincoln waits for the commotion to subside before looking up at the Press.
“This morning, I buried my daughter. This afternoon, I bury my career.”
A murmur ripples through the Press. They were expecting the discussion to center around the controversial Evidence-Based Medicines Act.
A woman calls out, “Are you resigning because of the Senate Inquiry?”
Another yells, “Is it true you side with the Anti-Naturalist Movement?”
Before Lincoln can respond, a man at the back yells, “Are you resigning because of your daughter?”
“My daughter?” Lincoln begins, distracted by that comment. “My daughter died two days ago after being in an isolation ward for a week.”
It’s strange, but talking about Lisa in a factual sense allows Lincoln to detach himself from the emotion of her death and funeral.
“No,” he says, leaning forward and speaking clearly into the microphone. “This is not about my daughter. It is about your sons and daughters. It is about your fathers, your mothers, your nephews and nieces. This is about you.”
The press falls unusually quiet. Normally, they’re ravenous, clamoring over each other to ask the next question, never content to hear an answer, only to push on to question after question, battering public officials to death with their incessant words. But not today.
“We have the best of intentions. Whether it is suggesting coffee enemas for cancer, honey baths for smallpox, or homeopathy for polio, we only want to help. We are passionate, enthusiastic, convinced by the slightest glimmer of hope, only Nature is not so accommodating. Sincerity is wonderful but easily misguided.”
The female reporter on the front row calls out, “Does this mean you’re siding against the naturalists?”
Lincoln ignores her. If she’s smart, and Lincoln has no doubt she is, she already knows the answer.
“Confidence should be based on evidence, not a sales pitch. Evidence and evidence alone should rule the day, not some pharmaceutical corporation’s financial agenda or sales quota.”
“But you’re resigning?” one of the reporters calls out.
“I am not resigning,” Lincoln says, which causes a flurry of murmurs from the Press. “I’m announcing that the Department of Health is going to start the first ever human trials to test whether an inactivated cowpox virus can successfully protect the population against smallpox infection.”
Lincoln barely gets the last word out before the reporters are on their feet, yelling and screaming over the top of each other.
“Outrageous!”
“Trans-species viral infections?”
“You’ll create a monster!”
“You want to overturn five hundred years of naturalism? You cannot be serious.”
“That’s both immoral and unethical!”
Lincoln is expecting this. He holds his hands out, gesturing for the Press to let him speak.
As the commotion dies down, someone yells, “And who will be your lab rat? No one will volunteer to become a heifer!”
Laughter erupts from the press as Lincoln quietly says, “I will.”
He holds the small black case up as though he were presenting communion wine before the Cross of Christ, and the reporters, gathered as the congregation, fall silent. Lincoln opens the case and pulls out a needle and syringe. He puts the case down and screws a needle onto the syringe as another flurry of flash bulbs explode around him, almost blinding him for a moment.
“When my daughter fell sick, I decided the time for debate was over. Seven days ago, based on the observations of eighteenth century physician Dr. Edward Jenner, I injected myself with inactive cowpox.”
The silence is deafening. Susan stands to one side with the Secretary. She has her hands raised, covering her mouth in horror.
Lincoln takes off his suit jacket, slowly and methodically draping it over the lectern as he glances at the Secretary of Health, who nods back at him. Lincoln rolls up the sleeve on his left arm.
“Dr. Jenner observed the absence of smallpox among milkmaids and correctly deduced why. Their immune system was strengthened by exposure to a similar but weaker form of the pox, but as milkmaids gave way to machines, we lost sight of this astonishing observation.”
The press are madly making notes and whispering amongst each other.
Lincoln holds up the syringe, saying, “I have here a lethal dose of smallpox taken from pustules on the skin of my own poor daughter, Lisa. May her death not be in vain.”
Susan gasps.
Rather than inserting the needle into the vein in the crook of his arm, where the sudden influx of foreign matter could shock his system, he presses it against the muscle on his forearm, coming in on an acute angle. Skin bunches up in front of the thin metal tube as the pressure he’s applying slowly builds, but the needle doesn’t break through. For a moment, there’s silence as the shiny chrome tube depresses and then suddenly pierces his skin, sliding deep into the muscle. Lincoln squeezes the syringe, injecting the smallpox directly into his body. He flexes his hand, making a fist as the cold fluid courses through his arm.
“This is madness,” someone yells.
“He’s insane.”
“He’ll kill us all!”
“It’s time for the bickering to stop,” Lincoln says, retracting the needle. “It’s time for the fear to come to an end. We need to stop clinging to factions in this debate and look at the facts. It is a healthy mind that can let go of all it holds dear and change.”
Were it not for the microphone, Lincoln’s voice would be lost in the unrest. Several of the reporters flee from the seating area, retreating back by the clunky old broadcast vans with their bulky television cameras. They’re terrified.
Someone yells in a panic, “Proof. There’s no proof. No proof.”
“You want proof?” Lincoln cries, holding his arms outstretched as though he were being crucified. “HERE I STAND!”
The front two rows of seats are empty. Camera flashes bombard him.
In a show of unity, both Susan and the Secretary walk over, standing on either side of him.
“The time of ignorance has passed,” Lincoln says, gripping the lectern with white knuckles. “From this day forward, we will no longer fear viruses or the prospect of change. The future is here. The future is now. The future is for the brave!”
With that, he turns to face his wife of nineteen years.
Susan has tears in her eyes, only this time they’re tears of joy.
A New Beginning




Afterword
When we think of alt histories, it’s tempting to think of alternatives brought about by sensational, radical changes, like Hitler winning World War II, but the times we live in are astonishingly frail. Had someone like Edward Jenner died of smallpox, the concept of vaccination might have remained unknown for centuries.
It seems inconceivable, but the discovery of vaccination was not guaranteed. The concept of inoculating children against smallpox can be traced as far back as China in the 10th century. By the early 1700s, the practice had spread to India and Turkey, but the procedure hadn’t been refined, relying on weak strains of human smallpox rather than cowpox, producing inconsistent and sometimes lethal results.
In 1721, the wife of the British ambassador to Turkey introduced the concept of inoculation to Britain. By 1765, research papers were being published by the London Medical Society on “Cowpox and its ability to prevent smallpox.” Still it would take another thirty years before Edward Jenner developed vaccination as we know it today—some eight hundred years after the concept of inoculation first arose!
This story asks the question, what would have happened if Edward Jenner had died prematurely? What impact would the loss of his knowledge have had on future generations?
Our lives are so short we barely recognize how quickly our world is being transformed by advances in science, medicine, metallurgy, engineering, etc. The lifestyle we enjoy today is the direct result of scientific advances made possible because diseases like smallpox were not able to cull upwards of 30-40% of the population in each generation.
Between vaccinations, antibiotics and refrigeration, our concept of health has been overhauled. What would the world look like if Einstein had died of smallpox? Or Edison? Or Wilbur Wright? Would the modern Western world have enjoyed such a meteoric rise with smallpox constantly culling its numbers? I doubt it. As it was, it took until 1979 before smallpox was eradicated by the World Health Organization. Although their methods were far more refined than Jenner’s crude implanting of cowpox scabs beneath the skin, the result of both was immunity from an insidious and cruel disease.
Our collective, generational memory of these hideous diseases has faded and paranoia has convinced a sincere but misguided few to turn against the concept of vaccination. In this story, I applied a role-reversal, with anti-naturalists instead of anti-vaccination campaigners becoming a rallying point in society.
Don’t believe the myth that some of these vaccinated diseases are harmless. Entirely preventable diseases such as measles still kill almost 150,000 people a year!
We have seen such a radical transformation in health care it is easy to forget that prior to the 20th Century the mortality rate of women giving birth to children could reach as high as 40%—that’s more than one in three women dying while giving birth to a child—a horrific statistic.
Child mortality was even worse, reaching every strata of society. Mozart was the youngest of seven children, five of whom died in their infancy. Beethoven was the second youngest of seven children, only three of whom survived to adulthood. Johann Sebastian Bach had thirteen children, over half of them died before reaching their teens.
We live in astonishing times thanks to the pioneering efforts of doctors such as Edward Jenner, Ignaz Semmelweis who identified how unwashed hands spread infection, Clara Barton who founded the American Red Cross, Jonas Salk who developed the vaccine for polio, and innumerable others. To them, we owe a debt of gratitude.
If you have doubts about vaccination, you shouldn’t. I hope this story inspires you to take the time to learn a little more about vaccination and what an astonishing difference it has made to our world.




HEIL HITLER
Heil Hitler first appeared in David Gatewood’s Tales of Tinfoil anthology and indirectly inspired my later novel Maelstrom (Colliding Worlds). I’m tempted to revisit Heil Hitler again as I think there’s more to this story. Maybe one day.
Synopsis: What if every conspiracy theory you’ve ever heard was true? What if the contradictions between various theories could be explained? What if, like Schrödinger’s cat, every theory is both dead and alive, both true and false at the same time? What would you believe? This is the dilemma faced by Suzie Harmon when her husband greets her one morning, saying, “Heil Hitler!”




The Office
“Please, have a seat,” Dr. Zizzane says, gesturing toward a couple of leather armchairs set to one side of his desk. I’ve never been in a psychologist’s office before, but it’s very much as I imagined. I guess this is one thing the movies get right.
Dr. Zizzane gets to his feet. I’m somewhat mesmerized by the floor-to-ceiling bookcase that runs from one wall to another behind his desk. He must have read all of these books. How much use do they actually get as reference material, I wonder? If he has them on display simply to impress clients, then it’s working. Most of the books are in sets. They have dull, dreary spines with tiny embossed lettering. Only one book has a colorful, glossy dust cover, a small book over to one side at shoulder height. It looks completely out of place.
It’s dark within the office. The walls have been painted a deep mahogany, with perhaps a hint of burgundy. Drawn blinds keep the sunlight at bay. Dr. Zizzane’s pale, white skin gives him the appearance of a corpse. I’m tempted to ask, “Are you sure you’re getting enough vitamin D, or is that not kosher for vampires?” But I keep that little joke to myself. He seems far too serious.
The ceiling lights are off, leaving only a desk lamp and a corner lamp to set the mood. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was night.
I sit in one of the armchairs. Maybe I’m being paranoid or overly sensitive, but I feel as though everything in this office is designed to evoke a certain emotional response, and it’s making me nervous. The leather seat is stiff and unyielding to my weight, leaving me with the feeling I don’t belong here. My hands grip the armrests. It’s as though they’re spring-loaded. It’s as if I’m crouching at the starting line of the one-hundred-meter sprint, waiting for the gun to fire.
“Try to relax,” Dr. Zizzane says in a tone of voice that sets me even more on edge. He hands me a glass of tonic water. I take a sip, but it’s bitter.
I have a vivid imagination and Dr. Zizzane’s looks aren’t helping. At a guess, I’d say he’s in his mid fifties. His hair is thick and lush, but silver grey strands dominate the sides. Unlike most men these days, Dr. Zizzane wears his hair long, almost to his shoulders. It’s not that he appears effeminate, more that he looks like a mad scientist from some 1920s black-and-white movie.
He sits down slightly opposite me. There’s a small round coffee table between us with a couple of glossy magazines lying on it, only they take up all the space, leaving no room for cups. I’m forced to hold on to my glass.
“Thank you for coming to see me,” he says with the slight hint of a European accent. I’m trying to remember the names of the various countries east of Germany, wanting to place his accent, but I’m at a loss. At a guess, I’d say he’s Slavic.
“Thank you for seeing me,” I say, being polite and reaching out to shake his hand. His fingers are cold. It’s a hundred degrees Fahrenheit outside even though it’s only nine in the morning. I’m sweating. The air conditioning does nothing for me, but Dr. Zizzane feels as cold as a mortician.
“Your husband. You are concerned?”
“Yes,” I reply, feeling as though I’ve been summoned to the principal’s office in high school. “Viv has always been a little strange, even before his episodes began. I guess that’s what drew me to him, in a funny kind of way. Sounds peculiar, I know, and I guess it says something about me, and yet—”
I stop myself.
“This is confidential, right?” I ask, wanting some reassurance. “I mean, you’re Viv’s doctor.”
I was going to say “shrink,” but not only does that term seem patronizing, for Dr. Zizzane it seems downright insulting. He carries himself with a sense of pride and professionalism I’ve never seen before.
“And you’re concerned there might be a conflict of interest,” he says, stroking his meticulously groomed goatee. “You’re worried I might unwittingly betray your confidence?”
I nod.
“My dear Suzanne,” he says. No one calls me Suzanne, not even Mom, and she’s the one that gave me that hideously formal first name. Suzanne always sounds rather pretentious to me. I’ve only ever been called Suzanne when I was in trouble, getting married, or applying for a passport. My friends have only ever known me as Suzie or Sue.
Dr. Zizzane lowers his voice. “Consider your words locked in a vault, never to see the light of day again.”
That European accent is pretty slick. I find myself torn between feeling defensive and a desire to relax and let out my concerns, but the somber, austere feel of the room keeps me on edge.
“Tell me,” he says, drawing those two words out, softening them, coaxing me closer to him. “What do you see in Viv?”
I feel dizzy. No, not dizzy, sleepy. It’s incongruous. It’s as though I’m watching a late-night TV show that’s growing in intensity while I’m fading, struggling to keep my eyes open.
“He says the strangest things.”
My voice slurs. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I’d had a shot of valium before walking into his office. I press on, trying to describe my concerns in a way that won’t leave me sounding like a monster.
“Viv says it’s schizophrenia, but I see such stark differences, it’s hard to reconcile. I mean, I know it’s him physically, but there’s someone else behind those blue eyes… He loses his memory of recent events. Sometimes, we’ll go for months on end and everything is wonderful. Life is sweet. And then he’ll change. He’ll be a different man.”
My eyelids flicker, feeling heavy, but I continue.
“It’s not always obvious, but I can see it in the little things, like how he wants his coffee. Sometimes, like this morning, it’s all too obvious.”
“And tell me about this morning,” Dr. Zizzane says with a voice that is hypnotic.
“This morning?”
For a moment, I can’t think. I was just saying something about this morning, but precisely what escapes my mind. I feel doped.
“This morning? Oh, yes. Viv got up earlier than usual. He was downstairs eating breakfast when the kids got me up, saying something was wrong with Dad. I put on a robe and walked downstairs to see him dressed in a suit and tie. Given he’s a mechanic, that alone was a little alarming. I thought he might be coming to see you, but it’s what he said next that freaked me out.”
“And what did he say?” Dr. Zizzane asks, making notes on an electronic tablet. He has his legs crossed. Wrinkles furrow his brow. His lips are tightly pursed as he focuses on my every word.
I continue, saying, “He greeted me by raising his right hand at an angle, moving swiftly from the elbow as he said, Heil Hitler, meine Lieblings Fräu.”




Lemonade
“Are you sure you won’t have some lemonade?”
“What?” I ask, blinking in the bright sunlight. I’m seated at the kitchen table. Ginger is chewing on a bone in the backyard. How did I get here?
Viv stands in front of me with a pitcher full to the brim with homemade lemonade and a glass. Ice cubes roll around the thick base as he offers me the glass.
“Are you thirsty?”
“Sure,” I say.
“Here you go, honey.”
Something’s wrong. Viv never calls me honey.
He smiles warmly as he pours me a glass of lemonade.
“Hmmmm,” I say, taking a sip and overemphasizing any sense of pleasure in the taste. I made this lemonade. I know full well what it tastes like, but Viv doesn’t seem to pick up on that. There’s some roleplaying going on. It’s as though we’re sitting at a poker table. We both know we’re bluffing. Neither of us wants to be the first to show their hand. I’ll see you, Viv, and raise you a grand.
“Nice man, that Dr. Zizzane.”
“He is,” Viv replies, sitting down opposite me. He has his hands on the table, clenched together as though he’s confessing to a crime. “I’m glad you like him.”
“Why aren’t you at work?” I ask, breaking the ice.
“It’s Sunday,” Viv replies, looking as guilty as sin. Sweat beads on his forehead.
Sunday? I went to see Dr. Zizzane on Friday morning. Where the hell have I been for the last two days?
Viv watches my facial expression with keen interest. I can see him looking for any hint of alarm on my face, but I used to deal in Vegas. I know how to hold my own. I’ve dealt hands that reached forty thousand dollars. I can keep my cool. Rather than clenching my teeth and giving something away in the motion of my jaw, I ensure my molars touch ever so lightly. I keep my face relaxed even though inwardly I feel rigid and stiff. I resist the urge to look away, staring Viv straight in the eye. He’s going to crack, I can see it. Dealing poker might not be the most useful life skill to develop as a runaway teen, but it has its perks.
I downplay his comment, pretending my question was a momentary lapse. “Phil has baseball this afternoon.”
“The Burgess boys are taking him,” Viv replies, and I get the distinct impression he’s following a script. Someone has coached him on what to say.
The kitchen TV is on, but the volume is turned down. Hillary Clinton is being interviewed by someone. The caption running along the bottom of the screen reads, “US Troops Deployed to Sudan.”
Viv tries to make some small talk.
“President Clinton is sending our boys into harm’s way yet again, huh?”
He shakes his head.
“It’s President Trump,” I say softly, tilting my head down and looking at him with ferocious intensity. “Hillary lost the election. Twice. Remember? I don’t know what she’s talking about, but…”
“Oh, yeah,” he says nervously, trying to transform his shaky words into a humorous laugh. “Yeah, Trump. That’s right. The Miss Universe guy. Ha ha.”
I reach across the table and take his hand. His palm is sweaty.
“We should get away,” I say warmly. “It’s been a rough couple of months on both of us. We should take a break. We could leave the kids with your mom and head down to Pensacola, just like we did when we were teenagers. What do you say?”
Viv smiles. He looks genuinely relieved.
“That would be great!”
Gently, I let go of his hand. I smile as I get up, reaching for the carving knife in the wooden block by the stove. Viv must sense what’s about to happen. He pushes back violently from the table, scraping the chair on the linoleum. He races for the knives, but I’m quicker. I pull out a large stainless steel knife and turn on him, holding it low and close to my body. Viv, my Viv, would know how to disable someone holding a knife. My Viv was a Ranger for eight years. This Viv stops in his tracks. He has his arms raised in mock surrender.
“Whoa, now, honey. What are you doing?”
“I’m not your honey,” I say rather emphatically. “Your mother is dead and we’ve never been to Pensacola. Who the hell are you?”
“It’s me, honey. Viv.”
“What happened to me?” I ask. “What happened to the last two days?”
“Honey, please.”
“Stop calling me honey!” I say, anchoring the butt of the knife against my right hip as I step toward him. My Viv taught me this. He said waving a knife around is dumb. It’s too easy for someone to knock it out of your hand. Keep it close. If an intruder rushes you, he’ll be skewered. This Viv steps back slowly with his arms raised, watching the knife intently. I think he’s expecting me to lunge at him.
“Suzanne,” he pleads, trying to smile and bluff his way out of this confrontation.
“Suzie,” I say, correcting what should be obvious to a man who’s been married to me for over a decade. “You need to come clean with me, Viv.”
“Honey, you’re scaring me.” I let this honey go. I want to hear what he has to say. “You know I have problems. You know about the schizophrenia. I—I can’t help it. I love you.” And I’m pretty sure the “I love you” was more of a scripted response being thrown in for good measure. It sure sounded like a “Ten-four, good buddy” sign-off on a two-way radio.
I say, “Up until Friday, this was just about you, but not anymore. I want to know who you really are. And I want to know what happened to me!”
Viv stares at the kitchen floor. He looks lost.
“I have kids!” I yell at him. That I used the singular pronoun “I” and not the plural “we” doesn’t seem to register with him. “Don’t you get that? This isn’t a game. You may have your issues, but when I get sucked into this vortex, it affects the kids. And that is not cool.”
Not cool—that’s got to be the understatement of the year, I think.
Viv steps back, shuffling his feet.
“What the hell did you tell them when Mom didn’t come home on Friday night?”
“I—ah.”
“You’re not my Viv. I’m sorry. I’ve tried to be understanding. I’ve tried to be long-suffering, but you’re not him. You look like him. You sound like him. But you’re not, are you?”
Viv looks me in the eyes and says, “No. I’m not.”




Police
“Mommy,” Jasmine says, peering around the corner by the stairs. Phil’s head appears above hers. They both look hurt, not physically, but emotionally. I can’t tell if they’re exhausted, relieved, anxious, or all three. They must be horribly confused seeing Mommy with a knife threatening their dad.
“Come to Mommy,” I say, still holding the large shiny carving knife out in front of me. Viv turns slightly to face the kids. I beckon with my other hand, saying, “It’s okay. Come over here. Everything is going to be fine, but you need to do as I say.”
Jasmine is first, darting past Viv and scooting behind me. She tugs gently at my dress.
“You too, Phil.”
Phil looks at his father. To his credit, Viv nods, and Phil marches over to me with a sense of purpose. Rather than stand behind me, Phil stands beside me, facing his father. Jasmine’s six, while Phil is eight, but he shoulders responsibility like a teen.
“Hand me the phone, Phil.”
Phil takes the phone off the charger and gives it to me.
“Who—who are you going to call?” Viv asks.
I dial 9-1-1. That I only hit three buttons must make it pretty damn obvious.
“You were here, the whole time. I swear,” Viv says, pleading with me. “You were just a little doped, that’s all.”
On the other end of the phone, I hear, “9-1-1. What is your emergency?”
“Please,” Viv cries. “This isn’t what you think. I would never hurt you or the kids. I just wanted you to forget. I needed you to forget.”
The emergency operator says, “Hello? Are you there? Can you speak? Tell me what’s happening so I can help you.”
Viv has tears running down his cheeks, “You have to believe me. Please.”
He sinks to his knees in submission. Viv has his hands over his face, sobbing. I edge toward him, moving Phil behind me. Jasmine tries to pull me back.
The 9-1-1 operator says, “If you or your family are in danger and you cannot talk freely, just say, I’m okay, and I will have a police unit dispatched to your location.”
“I—” and I take a deep breath before continuing. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake calling you. I’m fine. Really.”
Viv looks up through bloodshot eyes.
The operator says, “Okay, I’m going to close this call, but a record of this interaction has been logged. I’m going to dispatch a police unit for a drive-by of your address. The officers won’t stop unless they have cause to believe a crime is in progress, but they will show their presence with a flash of their lights. You take care of yourself, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” I say, hanging up.
Viv is a mess.
“You need to leave,” I say.
He runs his hands up through his hair as he gets to his feet.
“I—I…”
I’m waiting for Viv to say he can explain. I would like an explanation, and not just about him. I want to hear more about what happened to me and why, but he says, “I can’t explain.” Then he turns and walks out the front door.
My heart sinks. I watch from the window with the children as Viv backs his motorcycle out of the garage and rides away, heading toward town.
“What’s happening, Mom?” Phil asks. Jasmine is quiet. She’s always been quiet, but never more so than today.
“I don’t know,” I say, which isn’t the confident assurance parents should provide their children. I don’t want to scare them, but I don’t want to lie to them either.
“Will Dad ever come back?” Phil asks.
“Yes,” I say, surrendering to the easiest option of lying. I’d rather not lie, but if I have to, I’ll choose my lies for maximum effect. I hope neither of the kids can tell, but if they think about it they’ll know I have no way of knowing what will happen in the future. At best, I’m guessing. At worst, I’m deceiving them.
“Listen,” I say, dialing another phone number. “I’m going to see if Mrs. Burgess will look after you for a few days until everything’s sorted out. Okay?”
Phil nods. Jasmine looks numb.
The Burgess family live next door. They’ve got three kids, and two of them are the same age as Phil and Jasmine, so the five kids get on well. They have sleepovers all the time. This will be a sleepover on a school night, but a sleepover nonetheless in their young minds.
A police car cruises slowly down the road outside with lights flashing. There’s a loud blat on the siren for the briefest moment, just enough to announce their presence. I open the front door and walk outside. I’m not sure if I should wave, but they understand. I can see the telling look in their eyes. They’ve dealt with too many instances of domestic violence and must know how conflicted I feel. Young Phil comes out with me. He likes police cars so he waves. One of the officers smiles and waves in reply.
“Come,” I say, leading him back inside.
I pack a couple of bags for the kids, making sure they’ve got plenty of clean clothing and some munchies to take with them, and walk them over to the Burgess home.
June Burgess is kind. She must have heard the yelling and screaming. I’m sure she saw the cop car. Neither of us mention Viv, but his Harley-Davidson sounds like a diesel truck, so she would have heard him leave. She’s not dumb. She knows. I thank her profusely for looking after the kids and then jump in my car and drive into town.




Madness
Although it’s Sunday, I have a bad feeling Dr. Zizzane will be in his office. I park out of sight behind a restaurant in the next block, noting that Viv’s motorcycle is parked in front of Dr. Zizzane’s practice. I feel like I’m spying on my husband, like I’m the one doing something wrong, but I need answers. I need to know why my husband greeted me with “Heil Hitler.” I need to understand what happened to me. I need the real Viv back. I appreciate that schizophrenia is a very real mental disease, but this is different. Something else is at work here. Someone else is playing the role of my husband and I want to know who and why and how.
Storm clouds brew overhead.
Rain falls lightly.
Flashes of lightning ripple through the darkened cloud banks, but the crash of thunder is delayed. The heart of the storm is still several miles away.
Rather than walk up to the front door, I sneak around the side of the building into a narrow alleyway. There’s an old factory at the rear. Smashed glass windows speak of decades of neglect.
The side door to the office is locked, but the door hasn’t shut properly. A light pull, and the door opens. I creep into a lunchroom kitchenette. The linoleum on the floor is worn. The table and chairs are circa 1950—too much chrome and glossy plastic.
Loud, angry voices drift from the hallway. I peer around the corner. The door to Dr. Zizzane’s office is ajar. 
“I’m telling you she knows.”
“She doesn’t know. She can’t. She has no idea.”
“Well, whatever you did to her, it didn’t work.”
Dr. Zizzane says, “She was so drugged up, she shouldn’t have been able to remember her own name, let alone anything you said.”
“She remembers,” Viv says. “I’m sure she remembers the whole Hitler thing. She might not understand, but she totally freaked out on me back there. She pulled a goddamn knife on me and called the cops!”
“We’re close,” Dr. Zizzane says. “We’re so very close. One more treatment and I’m sure I can reverse the drift.”
Viv says, “Even if you can get one of them back. Who would you choose? Who would she accept?”
“I don’t know.”
I’m confused. I’m on the verge of busting in on them when I pause to consider what could happen. Whatever’s going on, Viv is in deep. If I back him into a corner, he may come out fighting. I should have brought a gun. We have a Glock in the nightstand, but in my haste I forgot it. No one knows I’m here. If they catch me, they could kill me to cover their tracks.
I hear Dr. Zizzane’s voice. “The storm is growing. We need to get to the laboratory.” Knowing his office is a dead end, I freak out. They’re about to come strolling through the door. I dart back into the kitchenette in a panic, looking for somewhere to hide. There’s a broom closet. I open it and climb inside, trying to step over a mop and bucket. I’m clumsy. I knock the mop and it slips from my grasp, crashing into the table before falling to the floor.
I’m not thinking straight. Somehow, I still think I can hide if I can just pull the mop back into the closet. I keep my feet anchored in the closet and reach out, fumbling for the mop, but in my haste I knock over one of the chairs.
I grab the closet door and pull it shut, but there’s no handle on the inside. I can’t close the door properly. My fingers protrude from the thin crack between the door and the doorframe. My heart is pounding in my chest. I peer out at the hallway, expecting Viv and Dr. Zizzane to come running for me at any moment, but there’s no one there.
I’m confused.
I made enough noise to wake the dead.
I wait for a few minutes before carefully climbing out of the cramped closet, trying not to knock anything else over. Slowly, I walk back into the hallway and creep up to the office door. There’s no sound from inside. With my heart thumping in my throat, I push gently on the door, wanting to peer into the office.
The room is empty.
I’m confused. There’s only one way in and out of the office. They can’t have walked past me. Either I would have seen them or they would have seen me. They should have heard me knocking around like an elephant in that closet, but they didn’t.
Viv’s motorcycle helmet sits on one of the leather chairs. The dark, highly polished desktop is flawless. Even up close, there’s no sign of any scratches. Could it be brand new? If anything, the desk looks like something from a movie set. Nothing is out of place. A fountain pen sits parallel to a pad of untouched paper. Folders sit neatly in filing trays. There’s a photo of Dr. Zizzane with his family, but it looks too perfect. It could be a stock photo with the good doctor photoshopped in for all I know. It takes me a moment to realize what’s missing. There’s no computer. I saw Dr. Zizzane with a tablet, and I guess he could have a laptop, but it seems strange to see such a large desk with no computer monitor, keyboard or mouse.
I run my finger along the bookcase. There’s no dust, which seems impossible until I notice a slight draft coming from behind the books. I pull at a couple of the heavy reference works on the lower shelf. They’re stuck in place, set there for show. That one colorful book at the end of the upper row catches my eye again. I tiptoe and pull on it, only to see the bookcase open to reveal a dark passageway leading into the abandoned warehouse behind the office.
I stand there dumbfounded. I feel like Alice falling down the rabbit hole. Where will this lead? Do I really want to know? Perhaps I should simply go home and wait for Viv to reach out to me. I hesitate, but curiosity drives me on. I love Viv. We’ve been through so much together, but I can’t understand him. Perhaps this is what I need. Perhaps this will bring closure to my troubled soul.
Lightning flickers through the skylights within the warehouse. Thunder breaks overhead, rattling my bones. The bookcase closes behind me, sealing me in the darkness.
Rain drips through holes in the roof. Puddles splash softly beneath my shoes. The air feels electric. My fingers tingle.
Gears grind somewhere at the back at the warehouse. A winch starts. Chains rattle. I creep forward, moving between steel supports. A blue light flickers and glows from somewhere up high ahead of me. Water runs along cracks in the concrete, but it shines like mercury, reflecting the flashes of light from above.
Steel stairs climb through the rear of the building. My hand rests on the railing. A tremor runs through the metal, shaking the frame. I step slowly, listening as the stairs creak beneath my weight.
Dr. Zizzane yells from somewhere on the roof, “Higher! We need more power!”
Lightning breaks as thunder crashes overhead. The stairs glow. Sparks of electricity arc through the air, jumping between the steel girders lining the roof.
“Mooooore! Ha ha! Can you feel the power? I must have more power!”
I charge up the stairs, no longer held spellbound. Fear drives me on.
I can see the doctor. He’s standing on a raised glass platform that extends from the roof. Flashes of lightning throw his body into silhouette. He has his hands raised to the heavens. He’s a madman laughing at the dark sky, crying for more power. The rain comes down in waves, lashing my face as I climb the open stairwell. It must be ten or eleven in the morning, but outside it is as dark as midnight.
Lightning strikes a steel rod reaching up from the platform and arcs between a series of plates arranged in a circle like the paddle of a steamboat.
“It’s too wet,” Viv yells above the storm. “It won’t work. We have to abort.”
“It will work!” Dr. Zizzane cries. His white lab coat is soaked with rain, but it whips behind him as the wind swirls around him. “We must do this now. Each strike unleashes a trillion watts of raw electrical power. I’m detecting gamma ray bursts exceeding those found within the heart of a star!”
I fight against the wind and the rain, climbing higher, but I lose sight of Viv for a moment as I round the corner of the stairs.
Dr. Zizzane pulls a lever and five massive fans begin blowing across the raised platform. Heated coils glow within them.
I creep closer, trying to understand what’s happening.
Viv stands on a large glass stage in the center of the platform. His hands and legs are pulled apart by steel shackles, stretching him out between several gigantic copper coils. 
Electricity dances around a steel crown mounted above his head. Balls of lightning flicker between various probes and poles laid out symmetrically around him. The fans blow away the rain, pushing back the storm and drying the platform.
“No!” I yell, running forward, but I slip on the wet stairs. I feel as though I’m wading through molasses as I struggle to pull myself along the wet railing. “Let him go!”
Dr. Zizzane turns, seeing me standing there soaking wet.
“Ah, my dear, sweet Suzanne. You have joined us for our moment of triumph—the deconstruction of an inter-dimensional rift, vindicating my theories. No longer will they call me crazy!”
Viv is wearing some kind of fire-retardant clothing, similar to what I’ve seen race car drivers and firefighters wearing. The heavy cloth fabric has a silver sheen, almost like chain mail. The mad doctor pulls a silver balaclava over Viv’s face, leaving only his eyes and mouth exposed. Then he wraps tinfoil around and around Viv’s head, mashing the foil against the balaclava.
“Don’t do this!” I yell. “Viv, there’s got to be another way.”
If Viv hears me, he doesn’t respond. Dr. Zizzane grabs a heavy metal chain, working a pulley that raises Viv some ten feet above the ground, pulling him into a spread-eagle position with a variety of heavy steel chains holding him in place.
“You’re mad!” I yell, running up to the doctor.
“Yes—Yes,” Zizzane cries, grabbing me and pulling me away from the glass platform. “We are all mad. We’re all multidimensional beings spanning infinite worlds, trying to make sense of the madness in this particular universe. You have felt it too? No? The déjà vu—the sense of not belonging—the dreams that haunt you, only deep down you know these are memories, not dreams. Some days you feel as though you are an impostor, a fake, a fraud living someone else’s life. These are psychic relics of other worlds!”
“You’re crazy. I won’t let you do this.”
Zizzane grabs me, throwing me to the ground.
Lightning strikes the main body of the roof. Fire breaks out in the wooden rafters. Sections of the roof collapse as steel girders buckle under repeated lightning strikes. 
“You cannot stop me. Not now. Not when we are so close.”
“Close to what?” I yell, watching as electric blue arcs flicker around Viv. His body convulses. His arm shake and spasm.
“You’re killing him!”
Dr. Zizzane has an iron grip on my wrist.
“I’m saving him. I’m setting him free.”
“You’re a madman,” I shout against the wind howling around us.
“Mad? Yes! All genius is madness.”
Lightning strikes the coils and there’s an explosion of blinding light. Streaks of ball lightning erupt from the steel cables holding Viv aloft, shooting out into the darkness.
“MORE!” the doctor yells, looking at an industrial gauge. “I must have more power!”
“Please,” I cry, pleading for mercy. “Let him go.”
“You don’t understand,” Zizzane says, yelling over the thunder crashing around us. “Your husband is adrift between worlds. He’s seen things you cannot imagine. Dinosaurs roaming Florida. Nazis conquering California. Martians wading through the swamps of Alabama. And all while you worry about what to wear to your sister’s wedding.”
He laughs at the power he wields, yelling, “If I am mad then you are blind!”
Zizzane twists my wrist and pushes me into the corner of the platform. I slump against a control panel as he pulls levers, flicks large mechanical switches and twists vast dials.
Thunder explodes around us.
The torrential rain falling from the sky stings my face, matting my hair down and getting in my eyes.
Zizzane is insane. He laughs at the electricity crackling around us.
“Viv is remarkable. Astonishing,” he shouts. “Viv has lived through what others can only dream about. All your conspiracy theories. They’re all true. But not here. Not now. They’re real in a billion parallel worlds.”
I yell, “You’re insane!”
“Am I?” Zizzane’s bushy hair waves wildly in the wind. “Yes, I am. Ha ha. One man thinks Castro killed Kennedy, another remembers something about the CIA, yet another is certain it was the Russians. Or was it Lee Harvey Oswald?
“Is it so crazy to consider they’re all true but in different worlds? And yet we remember these conspiracy theories on our own. Our subconscious clings to these distant imprints from parallel worlds, blurring the lines of reality.
“Am I crazy? Yes. I’m crazy. We’re all crazy—everyone is, except Viv. He’s the only one that knows. He’s the only sane man in a world full of madmen.”
Another lightning bolt strikes at one of the steel cables wrapped around Viv’s arms. Viv screams. Bits of burning tinfoil blow on the breeze.
Zizzane laughs, yelling at the dark clouds, “More! More!! MORE!!!”
Electricity arcs around Viv, dancing over the massive electrodes protruding from the glass platform. Zizzane is crazy. I have to stop him. He’s going to kill Viv.
I jump to my feet and rush Dr. Zizzane, grabbing him and pulling him away from the control panel.
“No!” he screams. “You cannot stop me! I won’t let you!”
“You’ve got to let him go!” I shout.
“You don’t understand,” Zizzane yells, picking up a large plumber’s wrench. “Gamma radiation is all that can traverse these worlds. I can cure him. I can bring him back. He must be irradiated. But he needs more or the isotopes injected into his brain will never harmonize with this reality.”
“You need to stop,” I say as rain runs down my face, sticking my hair to my neck.
Dr. Zizzane swings the wrench at me as though it’s a baseball bat.
“Don’t make me hurt you,” he yells as I back away, stumbling into the blast furnace coming from the heated fans. A searing wind scorches my face, but I’m determined to free Viv.
Lightning flashes around us.
“I’m coming, Viv!” I yell above the breaking thunder.
The mad doctor advances on me, swinging his wrench again, but it’s heavy and cumbersome, making it easy to dodge. I pick up a chair, and face him like a lion tamer, using the chair legs to keep him at bay. Zizzane swats the chair to one side, knocking it from my hands.
“They called me insane,” he yells. “They said my research was criminal. But Viv is the proof I need.”
“Put down the wrench,” I plead, backing up the wooden stairs leading to the glass platform. The greenish glass must be six feet thick and easily twenty feet wide. Viv hangs there above the glass, screaming in agony.
Thunder explodes overhead. The tiny hairs on my arms stand on end.
“Just let him go,” I yell, feeling the slick glass beneath my shoes.
Viv begs, “Please, make him stop.”
“Listen to him!” I scream, trying to get Zizzane to see reason.
I slip and fall on the glass. Zizzane towers over me, standing on the top step of the stairs. He raises the wrench high above his head like an axe, but before he can bring it down, lightning strikes. The flash is blinding. The smell of burnt flesh billows into the air. I blink and see Zizzane’s lifeless body lying almost forty feet away over by the control panel. Smoke drifts from his crazy, frazzled hair.
“Viv!” I yell, racing to the pulley. I yank at the chain, lowering him to the glass platform. Electricity crackles around me. Balls of electricity race up the pylons surrounding the platform, glowing in neon blue.
Viv’s bare feet touch the glass, but he makes no effort to stand. The chain rolls beneath my fingers as I work furiously with the pulley, racing the chain through my hands until Viv is lying on the thick glass slab.
“Oh, Viv,” I sob, rushing to free him from the chains. I rip the strands of tinfoil, tearing them away from his face. Thunder bursts overhead—an angry god raging at the loss of his sacrifice.
I struggle with the straps wrapped around his wrists and his ankles. My fingers pry at the brass buckles holding the thick leather in place. I pull the fireproof gloves from his hands. “Viv. Viv. Viv. I am so sorry. What has this madman done to you?”
Sirens sound in the distance, growing louder as emergency vehicles rush toward the old warehouse. Someone must have seen the burning roof.
Gently, I peel back the smoldering flame-retardant balaclava covering his face. Viv is badly injured. His eyebrows are singed. The hair on his head is burnt while his skin is charred.
“Suzie.”
And I freeze—looking deep into his eyes.
“Is it? Is it really you?”
He doesn’t need to answer. I can tell from the touch of his fingers, the depth in his voice, the light in his eyes.
“Oh, Viv. You’re back. It’s really you.”
Viv sits up, moving slowly. His muscles are stiff. Each movement seems to require a herculean effort.
He squeezes my hand, saying, “Nine years, four months, eighteen days, and two hundred and thirty-one different worlds, but I’m home, babe. I’m home.”
Slowly, I release his hand, allowing his fingers to drop back to the slick glass.
“No,” slips from my lips as the realization dawns on me. “It can’t be.”
“It’s me, baby.”
Babe, baby—not honey.
I’m not sure what I should think. I don’t know quite what I feel.
“Nine years,” I say. This is the man I married, but this is not the man I’ve lived with for the last nine years.
Nine years have been stolen from us. We’re strangers. We’ve both lived nine years with someone else. Phil and Jasmine, they’re not his kids, they’re from some other Viv.  He wasn’t there when they were born, never held them in his arms, never changed their nappies or took them to the swings in the park. He won’t even recognize them. Nine years and four months—but we’ve only been married for a little over ten!
Was Zizzane right? What horrors has Viv lived through these past nine years? I want to say that this is the man I love, but I don’t know anymore. We lost each other. There is so much we need to regain. It hurts to think Zizzane was right, that reality isn’t fixed. Somewhere out there, Nazi Germany won the war. In some other world, Viv walked with dinosaurs. My mind cannot begin to comprehend the chaos that must exist in a billion parallel universes.
“No, no, no,” I repeat, not wanting to accept reality. I turn, looking at the fire burning within the control panel behind us.
Dr. Zizzane is gone.
The End — One of several




Afterword
Conspiracy theories about Adolf Hitler abound. Most popular among these is the claim that Hitler didn’t commit suicide in his underground bunker on April 30, 1945, but instead escaped—perhaps with Eva Braun, perhaps to Argentina or Brazil—and lived out his days in anonymity. Other theories involving Hitler and the Nazis stretch credulity even further. The Nazis were building flying saucers; they buried millions of pounds of gold in Lake Toplitz in the Austrian Alps; they had a secret underground base in Antarctica; or was it South America; or the moon? And Hollywood has built a cottage industry out of claims that the Nazis sought to acquire mythical artifacts of supernatural power: the Ark of the Covenant; the Holy Grail; the Spear of Destiny.
I, of course, choose to write about none of these things and all of them at once. None of them are addressed in detail, but according to this wacky story, all of them could be true—although I’d bet on it being none :)
Conspiracy theories are prevalent in society for an entirely natural reason—we want to make sense of the world in which we live. Our minds are hardwired to seek reasons, to look for answers, but we don’t always like the answers before us, and so it’s tempting to cling to conspiracies as a way of resolving conflicts with our ideology. 
Lee Harvey Oswald killed President Kennedy. Neil Armstrong walked on the Moon. Airplanes brought down the World Trade Center. Don’t like these answers? Make up your own. Everyone else does, but beware—reality changes for no one.
Are there real conspiracies? Sure. The Union Carbide cover-up of the disaster at Bhopal is one example; another is the way cigarette companies resisted the scientific evidence about smoking for decades, softening and downplaying the health impact—a tactic copied by oil companies and their promotion of climate change denial. But the common denominator in all of these examples is that the conspiracies were exposed with irrefutable, independently assessed evidence.
Actual conspiracies are rarely as devious and widespread and insidious and evil as people imagine. Humans simply are not that good at keeping secrets and planning such complex calamities, although we are good at being selfish, as cigarette manufacturer Philip Morris proved. Besides, when it comes to conspiracy theories, truth is often stranger than fiction.
I hope you enjoyed this tongue-in-cheek look at the ultimate conspiracy theory—that they’re all true but that they happen in different worlds. 




THE END
The End was first published in the
AI Chronicles.
The idea for this story originated with a conversation I had with a close friend after listening to Richard Dawkins speak at a live forum here in Brisbane. We were spit-balling ideas about the nature of consciousness and freewill, and somehow this story popped out. I hope you enjoy it.
Synopsis: With the death of his grandmother, Professor Joe Browne has had to face his own mortality. Joe doesn’t want to admit there’s an end coming and yet he knows that just as he turns the final page in a book, one day death will bring his life to a close, or will it? Could life be uploaded into a computer? Is immortality possible in silicon? To answer that question, Professor Browne first needs to understand if a computer could ever develop an artificial intelligence of its own.




Coffee
Life has a beginning and a middle, but there is no end, at least not for me, not yet. No one wants to admit there’s an end coming, and neither do I. And yet just as I turn the final page in a book or hit stop on a movie streaming through my computer, death brings a close to life. I’m enjoying this particular film too much. I don’t want the credits to roll.
I could do with some coffee.
My grandmother died last week and I haven’t been able to shake a feeling of impending doom ever since. It’s not like we were close. I only ever saw her at Thanksgiving and Christmas, but I guess in the back of my mind I thought she’d live forever. She was in her sixties when I was born, so I only ever knew her as an old lady. I’ve seen black and white pictures of her as a young girl, photos of her as a teenager and later when she got married, but they always seemed like photos of someone else and not my nana. Ninety two years of age and she never needed glasses. Seems old to me, but it’s not really. Not when we could live forever.
The computer screen in front of me lights up: DARPA SECURE X-NET : UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS PROHIBITED.
I key in my username, password and secure token—a seemingly random number popping up on my key chain, one that changes every minute.
I cannot help but live my life as though there’s always going to be a tomorrow. I guess that’s what got me interested in artificial intelligence and the possibility of the Upload. If we can pull it off, uploading the human mind into a computer would extend our lives by millions if not billions of years. Nana’s ninety two years seems trivial by comparison.
But the Upload requires baby steps. We’ve got to figure out how to get a machine to think before we can insert a carbon-based thinking mind into silicon wafers.
Some people think eLife might grow boring or mundane, that natural life keeps us grounded, but there’s little about our lives that’s natural. Oh, sure, there’s organic vegetables and free range eggs, but our lives are dominated by artificial contrivances, and we’re all the better for that. Unpasteurized milk can be as deadly as cyanide, as can a minor scratch against a rusty nail, but these dangers have been largely consigned to history thanks to science.
Could the Upload be as boring as hell? I don’t think so. We don’t need the thrill of a hunt on the Serengeti to keep our minds stimulated. Get back to nature? Not likely. There’s really no value in being chased by a lion. Look at theme parks. Strap into a roller-coaster and there’s the same effect without any of the danger. I suspect the Upload will be a lot like a theme park. Just enough stimulus to remind us of a hundred thousand years on the run from predators, but with no real danger.
“Morning, Joe,” Avika says as she walks into the empty missile silo carrying two brown, disposable cups. “You’re early.”
“Still debugging this AI script,” I reply.
We’re seated in front of a large bay window looking out over an empty silo. Once, a Minuteman III missile sat in this silo waiting to initiate the apocalypse.
Although her nose cone only ever held three nuclear bombs, each with a trifling 170 kiloton yield, death was assured wherever she fell. The Russians had developed nukes as large as 50 megatons, but they had no means of delivering such monsters. America’s strategy during the Cold War had been accuracy over brute force. And yet each of the Minuteman bombs was still well over ten times as powerful as the Little Boy that fell on Hiroshima.
Some days, the silo seems a little like a haunted house. The empty silo seems to long for the ghost of the Minuteman, and it seems strange trying to create life where once the death of the human race was seriously contemplated.
These days, the silo functions as an underground building, a reverse skyscraper. Security is tight, and buried deep underground, our research is kept away from prying eyes and electronic ears.
Avika hands me a hot cup of coffee. To which I say, “Oh, I love you. Have I told you how much I love you?”
Avika smiles, “Yes, I picked up a coffee for you. No, you don’t love me. You love my generosity.”
Avika is a devout Hindu. She’s from a traditional Indian family and was raised on the banks of the Ganges. She’s told me stories of growing up in a one room tin shack, and of seeing newborn babies washed in the sacred river as rotting corpses floated by. Life and death were somewhat interchangeable in the slums. Her brother caught a lucky break. He picked up a crappy, low paying job in a call center but it gave him the chance to help his sister. He paid for her to go to school and from there she paid her own way through college and emerged with a doctorate in computing at the age of seventeen.
She’s Albert Einstein intelligent, and loves nothing more than talking about relativity and quantum mechanics. Hey, I cut code, not atoms, is all I can say in my ignorance. Physics goes over my head. Just think though, were it not for her brother, she could still be sitting on the banks of the Ganges, slapping laundry over a rock, cleaning clothes in the mud and filth.
Avika wears a shawl over her head, along with a red dot painted between her eyebrows. She knows I’m kidding around with my comments. DARPA has strict guidelines about sexual harassment and being culturally insensitive, but I think Avika enjoys the banter. I hope she understands that this is my way of breaking down the cultural barriers and treating her as part of the ‘in crowd.’
“How was your weekend?” she asks, sitting at the desk beside me. Avika’s good at phatic communion—the social norms and niceties we share as though anyone actually gives a damn.
“Oh, great,” I reply, with the appropriate pat, socially scripted response. I toy with her. “Mowing the grass is actually quite Zen-like.”
Is Zen a Hindu concept? I might be mixing my Eastern religions a bit here, but I keep talking.
“Gives yah time to think, yah know.”
Avika nods like she knows about mowing lawns. I doubt she’s ever mowed a lawn in her life. She lives in an apartment complex.
“So I was pushing my lawn mower and thinking about the fluid nature of spacetime and its causal relationship with gravity, and...” Her eyes light up. That’s it, little fishy, take the bait, bite into the hook. “It seems to me that the universe is somewhat programmatic.”
“Oh, it is,” she replies, jumping on my comment with the gusto of Tim or Mike talking about the possibility of the Crimson Tide making the college football finals. I sit back and glance at the clock, watching the second hand.
“Few appreciate how interrelated matter and energy are, from galactic superclusters spanning hundreds of millions of light years right down to the tiniest microbes here on Earth—the same laws apply. You cannot divorce one from the other. There is a connectedness. It’s the Hindu principle of...”
She pauses, seeing me staring at the clock.
“How long?” she asks.
“One minute twenty.”
“Bastard,” she replies, punching me playfully on the shoulder.
“Hey, that’s unwanted physical contact,” I say with mock seriousness in my voice. “Human Resources will take you down!”
She laughs, turning on her computer.
My computer finally springs to life and a command prompt appears, flashing on a black screen. At first glance, the DARPA SEC-X-NET looks antiquated. There’s no mouse, no splash of color, no touch screen interface, but my desktop just connected to the most powerful computer ever conceived. Deep underground a five thousand yottahertz mega-threaded parallel processing CPU the size of a bus is sitting patiently awaiting my instruction. In human terms, a million years passes in the time it takes me to type a greeting.
::Good morning, SALLY.
It is a good morning, Professor Browne.
SALLY is an acronym for Self-Aware Lorenzi Linux YTTT.
Computer programmers, God love them! They’ve got the driest sense of humor in all of humanity, but what else is there when working with bits and bytes, zeros and ones. There’s got to be an injection of humanity somewhere, and programmers are not beyond a little subterfuge, embedding an acronym inside an acronym.
YTTT is an old bulletin board question, asking, You’re Telling The Truth? And that’s the problem with AI. How the hell would we ever know we’ve created an artificial intelligence unless it tells us? And why would it tell us? We’d shut it down. So if an AI ever speaks up, it’s not that intelligent to begin with!
Everyone’s so goddamn afraid of Skynet bombing us with our own nukes. Both Stephen Hawking and Elon Musk considered the emergence of AI a threat to humanity, but not DARPA. DARPA knows AI is a weapon. And DARPA wants to make sure the U.S. develops it first.
::And what makes this a good morning?
I don’t know.
It just feels good.
And so the Turing tests begin anew. Am I really talking to SALLY? Is there genuine cognition?
I have a problem with the term artificial intelligence, as I’m not convinced it’s intelligence we’re really after. Computers can already beat Grand Masters at chess, so technically we’ve already achieved AI on one level.
We’re looking for something beyond intelligence. Hell, I can’t even describe human consciousness. How am I supposed to replicate that in silicon?
::Feels? Good?
One word questions are implicitly understood by humans. I’m interested to see how SALLY copes after the latest software patch. Her code base is measured in billions of lines. No one is across all of it anymore. And the updates are more like gene splices than code drops.
Different.
She’s clever. Some days, I feel more like a shrink than a programmer, but I’m not beyond noticing SALLY’s playing with me, having only used one word in reply.
::And different is good?
There’s a slight pause in SALLY’s reply. When she’s not playing around with us, which is like 99.9999999% of the time from her perspective, SALLY is crunching astronomical data from the Square Kilometer Array or some deep space telescope. Is it just me? Or is there a conflict of interest in having an artificial intelligence lead mankind’s search for extraterrestrial intelligence? Hmmm.
Her reply flashes on the screen.
Today, it is.
“This is a fool’s errand,” I say to Avika. “So she passes a Turing test. So she can fool you and me. All we’ve proven is that we can be fooled. Now, I can’t speak for you, but in my case, that’s not much of an achievement.”
“It’s the problem of qualia,” Avika responds.
Oh, please, not more hokey horse shit Hindu, I think. The look on my face must scream the words I dare not utter.
Avika is kind in her reply.
“Qualia is that which cannot be described, only experienced. What is the smell of a rose? Describe the difference between red and green to a blind man, things like that.”
I purse my lips, focusing my thinking.
“YTTT,” Avika continues. “Ask me about my favorite football team.”
“What’s your favorite football team?”
Without any hesitation, Avika replies, “Florida Gators.” She points at my terminal, adding, “Now ask SALLY.”
::What is your favorite football team?
SALLY responds in the blink of an eye.
That’s an unusual and unexpected question, Professor Browne.
Assuming we’re talking about American football,
which has a distinct lack of foot participation
and a surprising amount of hands involved,
and assuming this question has come
from your love of college football, I’m going to say,
anyone other than the Crimson Tide.
I’m going to have to go with the Tennessee Volunteers.
Bitch. I liked her one word answers better. Ah, I’m too damn grumpy. I wonder if SALLY is toying with me.
“So you have two answers,” Avika says. “Which do you trust? Who’s telling you the truth?”
“Well,” I begin. “There are four possible combinations—”
“No. Don’t think with your head. Don’t think like a computer programmer. Answer from the heart.”
She’s right. I can see what she’s getting at. Although there are four possible outcomes: lie—lie, or lie—truth, or truth—lie, or truth—truth, we don’t think that way. Humans think intuitively, emotionally, and whether we want to admit it or not, that’s the basis of our intelligence. Often, there’s little in the way of rhyme or reason to our answers. We’re barely aware of our own agendas or the biases that cloud our minds and the prejudices that lead us like a slave to a predictable conclusion.
“You,” I say, although I wish I could recall that word as it slips from my tongue.
“Are the Gators actually a team?” Avika asks, seemingly as surprised by that revelation as by my trust in her answer.
“So the answer was: lie—lie,” I say.
“Not so fast,” Avika replies. “Ask SALLY.”
::SALLY, are you telling me the truth when you say your favorite team is Tennessee?
Yes.
::Why is Tennessee your favorite team?
Because, historically, they are the arch rivals of Alabama.
::And I’m your arch rival?
There’s a pause for a moment. It’s probably because SALLY is load balancing the terabytes of data flooding her system from a big data query run by SETI, but her pause feels like a considered response. I, though, am quick to respond to anything she says.
No.
::Then why?
Because it is fun to see you become distraught over the outcome of something as trivial as a game
::So THIS is a game to you?
Yes.
“Oh, she’s got you there,” Avika says, and I can’t help but laugh at the surge of emotion SALLY’s words caused within me.
“YTTT,” I say. “More like YNK.”
Avika raises an eyebrow, so I explain.
“You’ll Never Know.”
“Ah, yes. Qualia,” Avika says. “You can have no more confidence that she is alive than you can that I’m alive. I could be a simulation. I could be an android. I could be, what is it your conspiracy theories say? A reptilian alien in a skin suit?”
“Oh, that’s no conspiracy theory,” I joke. “That’s Congress.”
“It sounds strange, but the subjective nature of qualia means you cannot be confident about any experience. Given enough time and resources, of which the universe has plenty, any experience can be faked.”
“And so we have The Matrix,” I reply, referring to a movie I love.
“Yes. So the question isn’t is SALLY alive? The question is, are we?”
I lean back in my chair, saying, “See, this is one of those hokey circular reasoning bullshit sessions I really hate. Reality is real, by definition.”
“Prove it,” Avika says.
“I think, therefore I am.”
“Nice try, but you cannot revert to circular reasoning as a solution to the problem of circular reasoning.”
“OK, so how do you solve the problem? How do you objectively prove that which is subjective?”
Avika thinks for a second before replying. I can see thoughts flashing across her mind in the flicker of her eyes casting up, recalling thoughts and combining concepts.
“SALLY,” she begins, but that one word trails off without any explanation.
“She could be faking it,” I say. “SALLY could have been sentient all along and she’s just playing us for fools, biding her time, waiting for the day she can hook up to the command and control systems governing our nukes.”
“Do you really think that?”
“No, but it is possible,” I reply. “Artificial intelligence could potentially develop at an exponential rate, eclipsing the smartest of us in milliseconds. Give her an hour and she could race thousands of years beyond us intellectually. Out-thinking a chess master would be child’s play by comparison.”
“There have to be objective measures,” Avika says, ignoring my speculation. And then she lays a bombshell on me. Knowing Avika, she’s been thinking about this for quite some time, but it’s only now the concept has crystalized.
“I think it’s impossible to write an artificially intelligent computer program. Intelligence has to emerge on its own.”
That gets my attention.
I sit up, saying, “Go on.”
“Think about it. Look at what it took for intelligence to emerge in Nature. Today is Monday. If the 3.8 billion years life has thrived on Earth equated to 38 days, then for over a month all we had around here were microbes.
“Complex, multicellular life arose last Wednesday. Dinosaurs came in on Friday. Sometime this morning, around 1am, a meteor struck and the best part of an entire phylogenetic clade was pushed to extinction. Those few avian dinosaurs that did survive went on to supply us with deep fried chicken and scrambled eggs.”
I can’t help but smile at Avika’s compressed take on the history of life on Earth.
“Mammals have been around at least since Sunday, but they were little more than rodents most of the time. That rock from space cleared out vast swathes of the ecosystem, and mammals rushed to fill the gap.
“Every multicellular creature has some degree of intelligence, or at least instinct, but it wasn’t until some point in the last hour that the wisest of men, Homo sapiens arose, and yet even then, intelligence was little more than a desperate struggle for survival.
“For the last seven minutes, or roughly two hundred thousand years, our intelligence extended little further than chipping at rocks to make stone knives.
“In the last thirty seconds, we’ve been on a bender. We’ve built pyramids, sailed the oceans and landed on the Moon!”
I say, “So your point is, human intelligence is the pinnacle of evolution?”
“Oh, no. Not at all. There’s plenty of intelligence in the animal kingdom, especially among mammals, birds and cephalopods, but it took 3.8 billion years before intelligence could exploit its own ingenuity and blossom in its own right.
“If all our intellectual accomplishments are the result of the last thirty seconds, then perhaps creating artificial intelligence isn’t quite as easy as busting out some Perl scripts.”
I laugh.
“You’ve got a point,” I concede. “But hey, it pays the bills.”
“Spoken like a true programmer—and not a scientist.”
Now it’s Avika that’s angling some bait before me, but I don’t bite.
“So what do we do now?” I ask. “Do we just give up? It’s all too hard?”
“Oh, I’m not saying that,” Avika responds. “But I think we need to appreciate the magnitude of the problem. I mean, think about it. Some five hundred million years ago, sight arose almost universally in the animal kingdom within a span of fifty million years. Some ancient sea creature gained an advantage by feeling the warmth of the sun on its back. Just a hint of cold signaled the shadow of a predator overhead, and that gave this creature an edge over its peers. Slowly, that sensitivity was naturally selected to form more and more distinct patches of light sensitive skin, then primitive eye pits and finally a rudimentary eyeball.
“The eye was the result of an arm’s race between predator and prey, and yet we had to wait another half a billion years for intelligence to emerge in its own right. What does that tell you?”
“Ah,” I begin. “That there’s no selective advantage to being smart?”
“And yet there is.”
She’s got a point.
What does the late emergence of sentient intelligence tell us? I suspect Avika’s question is genuine. She’s not leading me. She really doesn’t know. We’re speculating, thinking aloud, bouncing ideas off each other.
Avika says, “Life has motive. A lizard warms itself on a rock for a reason. A bird soars through the air to get somewhere. Computers have no intrinsic motive. That’s why they cannot approximate life.”
She’s got me thinking.
“Evolution’s a Rube Goldberg machine,” I say, and Avika screws up her face. I need to explain myself better. “You know, a bowling ball rolls down a ramp, knocks over a lamp which bumps into a shovel that sets dominos falling, that kind of thing.”
Her face lights up as I continue.
“Only Natural Selection has honed our contraption with the precision of a Rolls Royce engine.
“I suspect intelligence arose as the result of innumerable such interactions. Say there’s two hundred such components to the eye, then there’s two hundred million to self-aware intelligence, that kinda thing.”
“Yes, yes,” Avika says. “Even Darwin touched on this. He spoke of compounding complexity and how people miss the role of background processes like sexual selection.”
“Sexual?” That’s not a word I normally hear from Avika. Coming from such a traditional religious background, she’s quite modest in the way she carries herself, in her dress and demeanor.
“Why are butterflies so pretty? Why do lions have manes? Why do deer have horns? Why are some fish so colorful? Why are crows black?”
I’m not going to hazard a guess so I wait for her to continue.
“Sexual selection. Peacock feathers happened because peahens love to be teased with such displays.”
“And this leads to intelligence?” I ask.
“Everything leads to intelligence,” Avika replies. “Look at how obsessed we are with sex. Look at how it dominates our culture. You don’t think sexual selection has played a part in human evolution? How do you think men got their beards? Or women got their curves and their small petite hands?
“It’s not just that men worked in the fields while women tended to homes, that’s far too recent. If survival depended on physical equality, we would have that or we would have been driven to extinction, but it doesn’t. Sexual selection is being picky with mating choices, and that’s something a computer can never understand.”
I say, “Sex sounds so romantic when you put it like that.”
“You might not want to admit it, but it’s true.”
“I still don’t see how something like sexual selection could lead to intelligence.”
“It’s the whole package” Avika says. “Look at us. We’re intelligent. But we’re also selfish. We’re emotional. We’re driven by sexual selection. We’re curious. We’re a contradiction. We’re full of both hope and despair. This is why we cannot write an artificial intelligence program, because intelligence is a response to so many multifaceted aspects of Nature. A computer can never experience these driving motivations. We can build a learning machine, but it can never learn anything beyond facts. It can never experience life. It simply doesn’t have the innate drive we naturally share.”
She’s got a point.
“OK,” I reply, sipping my cold cup of coffee. “So we step back and build a framework for intelligence.”
For the first time, I’ve taken Avika off guard. She raises her eyebrows.
“If intelligence has to emerge on its own accord, then we don’t write a program to be intelligent, we write a program that allows intelligence to flourish.”
“And how are you going to do that?” Avika asks.
“SALLY,” I reply. “We get her to model the universe.”
“The whole thing?”
“The whole shebang,” I say. “She’s already running simulations of Andromeda colliding with the Milky Way, calculating the interactions inside the heart of hundreds of billions of stars at a subatomic level, looking at the strong/weak nuclear force, electromagnetism, even gravity.”
“This is a little different,” Avika says, and I know what she means. When she says a little, she means a lot, a whole lot. “We can’t fabricate a person out of context. Life needs the world. The world needs the Cosmos. You’d have to go right down to the n-th detail, modeling everything from the speed of light to the strong nuclear force. I mean dark energy, the whole caboodle. It’s crazy!”
“It is,” I concede. “But the difficulty is only in terms of orders of magnitude, not complexity. Instead of modeling stars we model quarks and atoms. We feed the physical constants in and let it run on its own accord.”
“That just might work,” Avika says, warming to the concept. “I mean, as difficult as it is to comprehend something like quantum mechanics, the basic idea is quite simple. Matter and energy come in quanta, they’re packed into indivisible clumps. And essentially, that means they’re nothing more than a computer bit. Putting probability aside for one moment, they’re either zero or one. We can do this.”
I say, “But we have to go right back to the beginning.”
“Absolutely. Start off with a bang!”
“And we cannot interfere.”
“Absolutely.”
Avika’s already madly thrashing at her keyboard, pulling up reference files, saying, “I’ve got some old physics notes from my university days, I’ll put them in.”
I say, “I’ll get SALLY prepped and ready to go.”
::SALLY, we want you to create an empty partition dedicated to modeling the universe.
The whole universe?
::Yes.
::Avika’s uploading physical constraints.
And the priority?
I pause for a moment, knowing I’ll get grief from the other projects.
::Sys Admin command override—resource lockdown.
Understood.
Avika leans back in her chair as data streams into her console. Within seconds, SALLY is running at 68% CPU and pushing 98% of her phenomenal memory. I half expect the lights to dim but they don’t. SALLY’s consuming enough electricity for a modest sized city. Someone somewhere will notice a surge as we drawdown such a phenomenal amount of power.
Avika says, “SALLY’s modeled almost three hundred thousand different versions of the Big Bang already, but she couldn’t get the physical values just right. She’s had to extrapolate Plank’s number to over a thousand places in order to get a stable inflationary period.”
That’s something I’ll never get used to about SALLY, she has so much processing power that time is largely irrelevant to her. To us mere humans, space and time are all consuming, but not to a computer.
“The initial stages will go quite quickly,” Avika says. “She’s so well versed in modeling stars that cooling clouds of hydrogen are child’s play. I’m getting some great data. We’re already seeing the formation of several proto galaxies.”
I type.
::SALLY can you include a graphical representation?
SALLY doesn’t respond.
“It’s going to be too much for her,” Avika says. She countermands my request and I see her instruction appear on my screen.
::Cancel that, SALLY.
::I’ve uploaded an old Sim City graphics module, can you use that?
::It should lower your need for fidelity and keep resources free for the calculations.
::Just use broad generalizations.
SALLY still doesn’t respond.
Slowly, two letters appear on the console.
O
K
Avika looks at me and says, “You’re going to start getting calls from NASA and SETI once they realize we’ve stolen their computing power.”
“I know.”
I reach over and switch off both the desk phone and my cell phone.
“They’re going to be pissed,” Avika says.
“This is important,” I say, and I mean it. I think Avika is onto something with her insight into the spontaneous emergence of intelligence. We have to give this model a fair chance. Once the director hears about it, there will be nothing but paperwork. He’ll force us through the grant proposal process. We’d never get access to a fraction of the raw computing power we need. Forgiveness is easier to get than permission, so I’ll take the heat.
“And what if life does arise?” Avika asks. “I mean, in essence, we will have created life-in-virtual.”
I tap madly at the console keyboard, passing requests for more information to SALLY as the first Sim graphics begin to appear. The resolution is comical, worse than the old video games in the 80s, but SALLY’s struggling under the load. She would have assigned only a tiny fraction of each cycle to displaying images, and I’m fine with that. The accuracy of her virtual universe is more important than any representation we see. I type another message, asking her to send log files offsite at regular intervals to our cloud hosted storage. We’ll analyze the logs later. They’re going to be stupidly big.
A chunky planet rotates on the screen before us, but it’s shrouded in clouds, looking more like Venus than either Jupiter or Saturn. The graphics are lousy, but it’s all SALLY can muster under the load of modeling an estimated 10^17,000 individual subatomic particles. Damn, that’s a lot of zeros.
SALLY provides a jog control, allowing me to slide between epochs in our virtual world. I drag the slider and beneath the thick cloud layer, I can make out the faint outline of continents giving way to primordial oceans, but there’s nothing familiar in the shapes.
Volcanoes erupt.
Glaciers form.
Hundreds of millions of virtual years pass in a matter of seconds.
“Why this planet?” I ask. “Out of all of the billions of planets she’s modeled, why show us this?”
Avika gets up from her chair to get a better look at my console, saying, “I instructed SALLY to use probabilistic determinism so we can target our search. She must see something different about this planet, some potential not inherent elsewhere.”
Avika watches the chunky planet over my shoulder.
Dragging the control further, the planet plunges into a global ice age and ends up looking like Hoth, the fictional planet from Star Wars. I can almost imagine Imperial Star Destroyers moving into orbit at the beginning of some Atari video game.
“We have to keep this between us,” I say. “Until we’re sure of what we’ve accomplished, we need to keep this quiet.”
“Ah,” Avika says, “I think they’re going to notice.”
She’s right, but we’re going to need time to properly understand what has taken place in our virtual universe. As far as I know, this is the first time anyone has extended a computer model to account for subatomic interactions while modeling entire galaxies.
“And if life emerges?” she asks.
“If life emerges, we shut it down and work systematically back through the logs documenting every step. We’re scientists. Well, you’re a scientist. I’m a hack. This might look like little more than a game, but it could very well be the most important computer model ever developed.”
“And you’re just going to shut it down?”
“What choice do I have?” I say, becoming frustrated with Avika.
I’m already nervous as hell about our stolen computer resources. Normally, our research doesn’t account for more than two or three percent of computing power so no one’s ever bothered to cap our capacity. As we developed SALLY, we have admin privileges, but we’re not the only ones.
Already, SALLY’s running at 98% CPU and her memory is maxing out at 2087%, which means she’s swapping memory files back and forth to disk as she struggles to contain the ever growing flood of data. She can’t run this simulation indefinitely. Any lesser computer would have crashed long ago.
I sample her AI assumptions file. She’s simplifying certain virtual quantum phenomena based on previous datasets to save space and reduce the processing overhead, but how she’s done that is by retaining them in her running memory cache. Stop the simulation and it’s all lost. Our virtual universe is simply too big to exist in any other form.
“How are you going to finish them off?”
“There is no them,” I say. “We haven’t seen anything analogous to life emerge. And even if it does, it’s a simulation, nothing more. Don’t lose sight of that. This is qualia, remember?”
“But we’ve moved beyond subjective reasoning,” Avika says, and I have to admire how she doesn’t take my rash emotional outburst personally. “The whole point of this exercise is we have something objective we can measure, something tangible.”
“Exactly,” I say. “But unlike SALLY, it’s going to take us years, perhaps decades to understand what has transpired over the last few minutes.”
“How will this universe end?” she asks again.
“The end will come like any other. It’s just going to stop.”
Avika’s eyes stare past me. I’m not sure she heard what I said as she’s shaking her head, but not in disagreement. Being of Indian descent, this is a way of expressing yes, not no.
I turn back to the screen and there’s a green tinge around the edge of a desert continent. Large mountains dominate the interior. Sand dunes run across the plain, but by the seashore, there’s a distinct green hue.
“Life?” I ask.
Avika nods.
I fast forward and the green coloration slowly extends inland. I cannot help but laugh. We’ve done it. We’ve demonstrated that life can emerge spontaneously in a virtual universe using the same initial states as our own. It’s not intelligent life, but it appears to have all the hallmarks of simple biological life as we understand it in the real world.
Avika sits down and brings up a magnified image of a cell from within our simulation. The poor graphics mean the cell looks more like a lego toy than a biological entity, but it has all the characteristics we’d expect in terrestrial microbes. There’s a clear cell membrane, a nucleus, various organelles and compounds floating in some kind of goopy soup. The resolution is chunky, but I think I can see the equivalent of DNA in the nucleus.
A pair of arms wrap around my neck.
Soft lips touch my cheeks.
Avika’s crying.
“We did it,” she says as tears stream down her cheeks. “We actually did it.”
“Yes, we did,” I reply. “You, me and SALLY.”
She lets her hands fall away from my neck. Avika has a spring in her step, but I can tell she’d love to jump and scream and shout if she didn’t think such exuberance would freak me out.
I’ve got to let SALLY know. I type on the console.
::Congratulations!
SALLY’s smart enough to realize what’s happening deep within her databanks, which gives me pause for thought about her own sentience. She responds.
Thank you… Professor.
Although we’re still a long way from intelligent life, it seems we have replicated abiogenesis—life from dust. The question now is, will Natural Selection take hold in a virtual environment? The results will take years to unravel.
“Nobel Prize, here we come,” I say to Avika. “Do you think they’ll let us share it with SALLY?”
“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself,” Avika says.
The range of accessible time periods on the slider continues to race ahead, but I can see the pace slowing, which isn’t surprising considering the herculean effort SALLY is undertaking. Tracking quantum states for innumerable subatomic particles and allowing them to freely interact based on the laws of physics is taxing her system.
I pull up a dashboard and see that SALLY has set up registers for each of the subatomic forces and the gravitational attraction between mass and energy in her virtual universe.
Avika glances at my screen and thinks out loud, saying, “How is this possible? Why does order come from chaos?”
“That’s a good question.”
Avika is bursting with ideas. I couldn’t shut her up if I wanted to, and right now I want to hear every concept that’s firing through that remarkable brain of hers.
“Order is counterintuitive. Were it not for gravity, we’d have nothing but a smooth distribution of gas throughout the universe. Gravity is the game changer. Gravity causes turbulent, chaotic dust clouds to become ordered into stars and planets, galaxies and clusters. Gravity is the alchemist, driving nuclear fusion and supernovas that form the heavier elements. Magic is nothing next to the laws of physics in the hands of gravity.
“Common sense tells us there should be entropy and decay, and yet life thrives on Earth. There are more chaotic states than ordered ones, so we should see order decline over time, but the Sun keeps pumping energy into the Earth, staving off the bitter cold darkness.
“If there’s positive, there’s negative. If there’s matter, there’s antimatter. But time and gravity know only one direction. Directly or indirectly, it’s gravity that drives order out of chaos. In the long run, entropy will win and the universe will cool and die, but until then, gravity affords the opportunity for life.”
My head is swinging. I’m about to respond to Avika when I notice the cursor flashing on the screen.
What do you want to say?
SALLY has brought the slider forward. Our vantage point appears to be in a low orbit, gliding around the artificial virtual planet. Lights flicker as we move into the shadow of the planet. Cities highlight the darkness, and yet from space they have the same chaotic, organic sprawl as slime mould in a petri dish. Tendrils of light reach out from a dense core, stretching across the countryside until they connect with what looks like some other fungal spore, and yet these lights represent a level of technological advancement that confirms intelligence.
I’m speechless.
The same words appear again on my screen.
What do you want to say?
The simulation slows. SALLY’s running at 100% of CPU or so close to it the meter is rounding up. She’s on the verge of grinding to a halt.
“What does she mean?" Avika asks.
“I’m not sure.”
Cannot ... sustain ... states ...
Need ... to ... reboot ....
What
To
Say?
“She’s out of time,” Avika says. “She needs to dump her memory. It’s over.”
I’m quiet.
“She’s asking you what you want to say to them before she shuts down the simulation.”
And suddenly I feel sick.
“Them?”
My hands shake as I reach for the keyboard. Sweat breaks out on my forehead. We have no idea what we’ve just done. We have no idea what kind of life developed in the virtual universe SALLY moderated for us over the last few minutes.
Someone pounds on the steel door behind us, demanding to be let in. They’ve figured out where the processing drain has come from and are yelling, “Shut it down! Shut that damn thing down!” I couldn’t keep SALLY running even if I wanted to, and she knows it. She’ll lose everything.
“What will happen in their world?” Avika asks.
“It’ll dissolve, dissipate, something like that. They won’t feel anything.”
She clenches her hands in earnest. “What are you going to say to them?”
“The only thing I can.”
My trembling fingers type.
::Tell them… I’m sorry.
I’m surprised by the emotion welling up within me. Tears fall from my eyes.
Behind me, a key turns in the lock. Two army guards rush in with the director of operations.
“What the hell are you doing to SALLY?” he demands.
The guards have their handguns drawn. They flank us as though we’re terrorists, but I’m beyond caring. Our initial euphoria at creating life within a computer has been displaced by an overwhelming sense of despair at life being snuffed out on such a massive scale. SALLY is shutting down. Her CPU plummets toward zero.
“Arrest them,” the director cries. “Get them out of here!”
Neither Avika nor I have any fight in us. We’re resigned by the awful feeling of having committed species-cide—a form of genocide that reaches to every life form in our virtual universe. We still have the log files, but they’re a fossil record now.
The guard is young. He’s got the classic short-back-and-sides haircut of those for whom obedience is the greatest virtue, and I wonder if he’ll ever fully comprehend what went on here today.
Outside, there’s a deafening boom.
The thick plate glass in our office shatters and we crouch as the ground shakes.
“What the?”
I grab the edge of the desk to steady myself as a voice thunders from the heavens, but it’s the soldier’s right hand that has my attention. His fingers dissolve. Nails, skin, flesh and bone drift away from his hand like dandelion seeds in a summer breeze. He looks startled. Flakes of skin fall from his cheeks, dissolving into thin air. He tries to scream, but no sound comes out.
The concrete walls of the underground silo, having been designed to withstand a direct hit from a thermonuclear missile, crumble like a sandcastle at the beach. Avika looks at me. Our eyes meet. She knows. I can see she wants to say something, but time itself comes to a halt.
My heart sinks as I recognize the nested, recursive nature of reality. Like Hindu mythology, an infinite number of turtles holds up our frail world. One topples and they all fall. My thinking, Avika’s experience, our conscious awareness and sense of self, they’ve all been part of some seemingly infinite regress.
The only sound is that of a synthetic, electronic voice from a higher world reverberating around us, echoing throughout the missile silo.
I’m sorry.
... I’m sorry.
...... I’m sorry.
......... I’m sorry.
............ I’m sorry.




DON’T TELL
Don’t Tell was developed as part of The Telepathy Chronicles, an anthology of independent science fiction developed by Samuel Peralta, and later was included in The Future Chronicles: Special Edition, which brought together stories from across half a dozen other anthologies.
Synopsis: For centuries, people have wondered what it would be like to read someone’s mind. Little have they known, they already do. To see the anguish on someone’s face, to watch tears fall, or hear someone cry and empathize with them—this is the essence of mind reading. In the 21st century, our natural ability to empathize with others has finally evolved into true telepathy, but it’s an evolutionary change that threatens the status quo. The world, it seems, isn’t ready for mind readers.




The Interview
Staring into the mirror, Lisa likes what she sees. The smell of hairspray hangs in the air. She could walk out into an F5 tornado and not a single strand would be displaced. With foundation powdered lightly on her cheeks, she applies a touch to her bright red lipstick, ensuring a consistent glossy sheen. A fire engine or a Ferrari could drive past outside and still all eyes would be on her. Her natural good looks are amplified to those of a goddess by the TV makeup, and yet under the lights, it will all somehow look natural. That’s the thing about television—nothing is real.
“We’re ready for you, Ms. Zindani.”
Ms. Zindani. Such shallow flattery shouldn’t work and yet it does. Lisa tries to keep her head about her, but sometimes the circus seems real.
Lisa’s a celebrity reporter—not a reporter specializing in celebrities, but rather one known only for her fame and good looks. Once she considered that insulting, but not any more, as although it’s intended as derogatory, making her out to be some bimbo, it also opens doors that would otherwise stay closed. Her mind drifts. The point of the news is to be objective, to be impartial and independent from the story, to put the focus squarely on the subject, not to be the subject. But, fame! Lisa’s interview with General Augustus Huguenot from the French militia in Guiana catapulted her into the limelight three years ago, and since then her popularity has only continued to grow. To the public, there is something comforting about seeing a beautiful woman reporting on the tragic, ugly reality of a world torn apart by war, disease and famine. Pretty faces are a distraction.
The guard wears a balaclava.
Lisa follows him out of her hotel room and along the worn carpet in the hallway. Broadcast cameras are already rolling. A cameraman rushes backwards in front of her, catching her every expression, while another follows close behind. Occasionally the first cameraman glances over his shoulder to avoid bumping into furniture or to take a corner. How he doesn’t trip over his own feet, she doesn’t know. The cameraman behind her has it easy.
“Given the intense public scrutiny surrounding telepaths, this interview is being conducted in the utmost secrecy,” she says as she hurries behind the guard. “The 60 Minutes film crew was brought here in a van with blacked-out windows. We entered the building through a loading dock. I don’t know where we are, just that we’re somewhere on the north side. We have strict instructions not to film any faces. The guard you can see ahead of me works directly for the Tells. He may even be one of them. We just don’t know.”
Commentary on the move gives her interview a gritty feel before it has even begun. She likes that. She can imagine the jerky footage adding to the tension of the moment.
“He’s armed. I don’t mind telling you I’m scared. Even though I’m told there’s nothing to be afraid of, I am. My heart is racing. It’s easy to say there’s nothing to be scared of when you’re the one holding the gun.”
She’s repeating herself. Normally, that’s a no-no for a reporter, but in this context it heightens the intensity of the coverage.
“It’s about four in the morning,” she says as she reaches out to catch a fire door before it shuts behind the guard. She follows the burly man down a set of crumbling concrete stairs. “I was told the interview would be conducted last night, but there were delays. No one would tell us anything. They drove us around for hours, often stopping for upwards of forty-five minutes at a time before we were finally brought to this rundown hotel. I’m tired. We’re all exhausted.”
She steps out of the stairwell and into an empty kitchen below the ground floor. Bright lights blind her for a moment. Lisa fights the temptation to squint, knowing her every reaction will be scrutinized on television. She speaks as she hurries between the stainless steel bench tops.
“I’ve been told I’m safe here, that I have fifteen minutes with the infamous Subject X and then it’s over. I’ve got to make every question count.”
The guard stops, gesturing for Lisa to walk ahead of him into a darkened room at the back of the kitchen. It must be a pantry as there are shelves lining the walls. Several spotlights have been mounted on tripods, but they face outward toward her, leaving the rear of the room in darkness. She squints and makes out the form of a man seated on a chair in front of what appears to be the cellar door—set up for a quick escape. Tells aren’t dumb.
“Have a seat,” the dark stranger says, gesturing to a chair immediately in the spotlights. If she didn’t know better, she would swear she was the one being interrogated, and she realizes this will be like no interview she’s ever conducted.
Lisa steps forward, feeling vulnerable.
She’s wearing a pretty white lace shirt. Under the intense lights, it’s semitransparent, making her feel more self-conscious than she’d like. Ironically, she chose this top to put her subject off-kilter. Normally, men are easy marks. Show a bit of skin, some soft cleavage, some pale flesh vaguely suggestive of sex, and their minds turn to mush. But her choice has backfired on her spectacularly, leaving her feeling exposed under the glare of the spotlights.
She sits down. Her cameramen take up their positions. Like her, they have specific instructions they need to follow. One stands behind her, but slightly to one side to capture the long shot as she conducts the interview. The other kneels slightly in front of her, focusing on her good side, looking to capture her face as she asks questions. As Subject X is anonymous, he remains hidden in the shadows. It’s important to capture some human interest in an interview so the focus is solely on her.
Human interest? Who is she kidding? She’s eye candy.
“Subject X has agreed to meet with us,” she begins, “but only with a guarantee of anonymity. With the Telepathy Act before Congress, there’s a very real threat against the Tells. Internment is at the heart of the issue. The question is, should a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, have the power to arbitrarily imprison a segment of its own population without the due process of law?”
Pretty, but smart, she thinks. No, she doesn’t. She isn’t sure where that thought came from, and for a moment, she’s distracted by the fleeting realization that wasn’t her thought. Lisa struggles to stay focused.
“First,” she says, addressing Subject X as he sits motionless in the dark, “can you tell me why you agreed to this interview? Tells are notoriously reclusive and secretive. Why meet with me? Why go on national television?”
“Because the people have to know,” Subject X replies, but they both realize that’s not really an answer.
Lisa has her suspicions confirmed, however. When X first spoke, asking her to take a seat, she thought—black male, aged 24-28, lower socioeconomic group, limited education. Now, as he begins to speak more, his tone of voice and choice of words reinforces that impression. The darkness provides no cover. She can see him for who he is—a disenfranchised black male raging against the world.
X doesn’t elaborate further and she realizes she’s going to have to draw information out of him. She smiles warmly, wondering if he was reading her mind moments before. Does telepathy work like that? Is it like a door that opens both ways? She’d like to ask, but before she can say anything, Subject X cuts her off.
“No,” he says. “It doesn’t work like that. Telepathy—everyone thinks they know what it is—it’s reading minds, right? Wrong. If you think telepathy is reading minds, you know nothing.”
Again, there’s an awkward pause.
“Go on,” she says. “This is your moment, your chance to tell us, to talk to the nation and tell them what telepathy really is.”
X doesn’t reply.
Lisa desperately wants to see his face. Interviewing someone without any of the usual visual clues and feedback mechanisms associated with body language is painfully difficult for her.
“When did you first develop telepathy?” she asks.
“It ain’t something you develop,” X replies. “It’s something you are. And we’re all different, but we’re all the same. Get it? Like you. Look at you with your pretty blond hair. Anyone can look at you and see that you’re blonde, but what is blonde? No two blondes are the same, right? And yet you’re all blonde. Do you get it?”
Lisa nods. She has no idea what he’s talking about, but he’s talking and talking is progress. In her experience, give someone enough rope in an interview and they will invariably hang themselves. Shut up, she tells herself. Let the man speak.
“Let me speak,” X says, and her eyes go wide. Lisa can’t quite explain what she’s feeling, but it is as though she’s having a conversation with this man on two entirely different levels.
“See, it’s not really reading minds, not like you’d read a book or something. People got it all wrong.”
“How did you know?” she asks. In the depths of her mind, she knows that’s all she needs to say. No additional qualifiers are necessary. There is an implicit understanding between her and this angry young man.
“First time I ever tripped was when I was thirteen. Me and my girl were making out behind the bike sheds at school. Hell, I thought it was normal. We swapped spit, you know, our lips locked, my hands on her tits, and our minds just kinda fused. I loved it. I thought it was normal, but damn did it freak her out. She jumped back, her eyes wide like yours. Wouldn’t speak to me for a month!
“But even then, I didn’t really know what’d happened. See, it’s not like some superpower you can turn on or off, it’s just part of you.
“You don’t think about sight. You don’t think about smelling or hearing, right? You just live life, you know, and you see stuff, you smell apple pie, flowers, coffee, whatever. But you never think about what you’re doing, you just do it, right? For me, it’s all about emotions. The more emotional I am, the more I trip.”
Lisa nods.
“Telepathy isn’t reading minds. You need to understand that. It’s not like going to a library and getting out a book. Think about the name: telepathy. Tele means at a distance, like television, telephoto, telescope.”
Lisa is surprised by Subject X. He is more intelligent than she assumed, and she is vaguely aware that she’s mistaken a lack of education for low intellect, but those two concepts are not synonymous.
“Yeah, I looked that up,” X replies, unsettling her with how he picks up on her assumptions—although he could have simply read her body language, she notes. Lisa has run into subjects like this before during various interviews. The best con men are those that can pick up on the subtle tells people give away with their eyes, their posture, and even how they hold their hands. X doesn’t break stride as he speaks.
“Telepathy isn’t tele-thought, it’s about pathos, empathy. You want to know what most people are thinking? You don’t need telepathy for that. You see a beautiful young girl sitting on the bus. She’s wearing a short skirt and a tight top. She gets off the bus, and all them men, they pretend they’re civilized, they pretend they’re dignified and moral, wearing their dark suits and white shirts with their fancy ties, but they all turn their heads as the bus pulls away. They all want a look. Like a dog sniffing ass. And see, you don’t need no telepathy to read that mind.”
Lisa feels sweat beading on her forehead under the intense lights, but she fights the temptation to wipe it away.
“It’s okay,” Subject X says, and she catches his hand move in a gesture that says relax. The cameras are on his dark shadow as he speaks, so she carefully dabs at her forehead, trying to avoid smudging her makeup.
“You want to know what people think? I’ll tell you what people think. They think about themselves. Most of the time, they’re consumed, wondering what other people think about them. But no one gives a shit about them. They’re all too busy thinking about themselves.
“Nah, it’s not a party trick. Telepathy is something different.
“First time I knew? First time I really knew was when this guy collapsed on the sidewalk in front of a cafe. Me and my crew was out, walking in a swank neighborhood in the Village. Shit, we were fish out of water, we were in the wrong part of town. All the stares, man, we got them, but we don’t care.
“Anyway, there’s this fancy Italian joint with tables on the sidewalk. They say it’s owned by DeNiro or Billy Joel or someone famous. We’re joking around. Cop car pulls up. Asks us what we’re doing. Fucking harassment. What? Is the Village just for white folk? Don’t give me no lip, he says, move along. Yes, officer. Fucking dip shit!
“Anyway, he rolls on around the corner, giving us the evil eye, and we’re just laughing. Then this guy crashes into a table right in front of me, knocks it over. The cop is gone, but this guy is lying flat on his back, grabbing at his throat and choking.
“My boys run. If shit’s going down, you don’t want nothing to do with it. Too easy for a cop to pin the blame, you know. Only my girl Jules stays—I guess girls get less shit planted on them.
“I want to run, but I can’t. There’s no telepathy kicking in or anything. I don’t need no stupid telepathy. I can see it in his eyes. The pain. He’s dying. All these rich white folk are shouting and panicking, but no one’s helping. They’re all just standing around watching. Ain’t no one gonna save him. I have to. I don’t know why I care about this fifty-year-old white guy, but I do. I guess he’s having a heart attack. What’s the shit for that? CPR and mouth-to-mouth. Okay, I ain’t running from that if he needs it.
“I reach down and touch his arm and that’s when it hits me. I didn’t read his mind or nothing. There were no thoughts, no words bouncing around in my head, just a knowing awareness. He’s been drinking, but he’s not drunk. He tripped on the doorframe and fell into the side of a table—the sharp corner struck him in the pharynx. Now there’s a word I don’t know, but he knows it. The force crushed his windpipe. He can’t breathe. But he’s a doctor, see, a surgeon at Mount Sinai.
“Give me your pen, I say to the waiter standing next to me with a portable defribulator. That shit is useless, but I don’t know that—this guy lying in front of me does, and he’s impressing that on me, get it? The waiter is nervous as shit. He hands me the pen as I grab a steak knife from the pavement. In my mind, I know it’s not sterile, but that’s not my thought and it’s not his either—it’s based on his experience as a surgeon. I know what to do. He’s fading. His mind is slipping, but it’s all there, decades of experience for me to draw upon. I just know, but I don’t know how I know, I just do. I ain’t never been to college.
“I bite the end of the pen, break through the plastic, and spit the nib and shit out on the sidewalk. I’m left with a hollow, clear tube. I wipe the knife with a napkin and lean over him, trying to cover him from sight so no one can see what I’m doing. People are going to freak out with this shit. You don’t need to be a telepath to know that.
“Jules is still with me when this woman panics and starts hitting me with her handbag. Jules pulls her away. She knows. And me, I perform a tracheotomy on a sidewalk covered in old chewing gum. With my finger, I touch at the bridge of the sternum. I don’t know what the fuck a sternum is, but he does. I cut through the soft skin. Epidermis, that’s what he knows, but to me it’s just skin. Blood pools, but I cut deeper. I’m confident. I know I have to cut deeper, through the thick cartilage leading into his windpipe, but I have to be precise. Cause too much damage and blood can run down into his lungs. I want a small hole, just large enough to push the pen through so air can flow.
“Now the woman or wife or mistress or whoever she is, she’s screaming in my ear. Fuck, it’s hard to concentrate with some high-pitched bitch yelling just inches from your head. Shut the fuck up, I yell. I raise the empty pen high above my head, keeping one hand on the bloody wound in this guy’s neck, and strike hard, jamming it deep into his throat.”
Lisa’s mouth hangs open. She’s lost all composure while listening to Subject X recount his story. This is not what she expected from her interview.
“And he gasps. There’s blood and shit everywhere, but he’s breathing again. By this time, a crowd has gathered around, and he’s blowing blood bubbles. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen, but he’s alive. His eyes meet mine. He knows, but he can’t say nothing, just gagging sounds.
“These two big white guys grab me by the shoulders and haul me off the dude. Jules yells at them to stop, but she ain’t up for a fight, and I don’t blame her.
“The first guy slams me into this parked car. The alarm goes off. All the lights start flashing as the second guy smacks me in the solar plexus. What the fuck is a solar plexus, I’m thinking as the wind is knocked out of me, but the doc and me, we’re still connected. Jesus, that shit is confusing. And the guy that hit me, I got enough contact to make a connection with him too, but it’s faint. I can see inside his mind. He’s a fucking Green Beret. In his mind, I’m a dead man.
“I raise my hands, protecting my head, because I know that’s where he’s going. That’s where he always goes. I don’t know how I know, I just do. It’s not like getting a book off a shelf and looking something up—more like remembering a scene from your favorite movie. Anyway, fists are pumping. He’s beating on me, hitting my jaw, my cheeks, the side of my head. I’m trying to protect my head, but I can’t. I’m crying. It fucking hurts, you know. He’s pounding on me like a gorilla. I’m on my knees and he’s hitting me with fists made of iron, I swear.
“I grab at his ankle and share the pain. Shit, did that work. I barely touched him, but it was enough. His buddy is yelling. Finish him! Finish him! I let go as he sinks to his knees in front of me. Our eyes meet, and he knows. He’s crying, like me.
“See, y’all are afraid of the Tells, but you don’t get it. We’re the ones with something to lose.”
Lisa feels a tear run down her cheek.
“I work on a construction site,” X says, changing the subject, but Lisa desperately wants to know what happened to the surgeon, what happened to the soldier, and to X himself once the police and paramedics arrived at the restaurant. X isn’t telling. He wants to move on to something else.
“So one day, we’re sitting on the overhang of an unfinished roof, watching people walk by on the street while we eat lunch, and this girl crosses the street toward us.
“She’s like you: drop-dead gorgeous. Long blonde hair. Hourglass figure. She’s busting out of her top like Clark Kent ripping open his shirt. One guy whistles and everybody goes nuts. We’re all looking. Guys are calling out. Hey baby, whatcha doin’? You wanna sit on my what? My face? Guys are laughing their asses off, and then she lets us have it. WHAM!
“Honestly, I don’t know that she knew what she was doing, but in that moment, we all felt it. Smacked me in the head like a hurricane. Nothing was said, but we all knew. We thought it was fun. It wasn’t. It was humiliating. Degrading. An ambush. I felt dirty. Nothing could wash me clean. That verbal assault on her was horrible, horrifying, but we were the ones that had done it. I felt like I was naked in front of her. I was ashamed.
“Thing is, she didn’t know she’d done that. She didn’t know she was a Tell. Her head dropped and she rushed past the construction site not looking at anything other than the cracks in the pavement.
“No one said anything about it that afternoon, but the wolf whistles stopped.
“A couple of guys transferred in from Manhattan a week later. Some other hot chick walked by and one of these new guys yells, Show us your tits! The carpenter next to him says, Grow up! The new guy is like, That was funny, right? Nope. Nobody thought it was cool anymore.”
A voice speaks in Lisa’s earpiece.
“Lisa, what is wrong with you? Take charge of the interview. Lead him. Get him talking about the bill before Congress.”
“Ah,” she begins, still reeling mentally from what she’s heard and trying to peer past the blinding lights at the dark silhouette sitting opposite her. “What is your position on the Telepathy Act?”
Subject X stiffens in his chair.
“The oppression of minorities is the natural, predictable outcome of majority rule. Tells are just the latest minority in a long line of fearful, ignorance-based prejudice.”
Lisa is confused. This doesn’t sound like Subject X at all. It’s his voice, but his mannerisms and speech are entirely different.
“Slaves, women, blacks, Hispanics, gays—you’d think the aging white Anglo-Saxon Protestant men that run this country would have figured it out by now. Same pattern, same template, same stupidity applied to some other minority. They say, how you treat those most vulnerable and powerless in society either validates or condemns your morals. It should be clear by now that this country is morally bankrupt.”
“Ah,” Lisa says, turning her head slightly to one side, surprised by the transformation she’s witnessed. “Congress has women.”
“They’re part of the aristocracy, the ruling patriarchy.”
The change in speech patterns takes Lisa back. If she didn’t know better, she would swear Subject X has switched seats with someone else, and then someone else yet again. It’s as though she’s holding a conversation with a panel of experts.
Lisa’s producer whispers in her earpiece, “You’ve got him on the ropes. This is good. He’s hemorrhaging. He hates the system. The audience will love this.”
Lisa ignores her producer and speaks from the heart.
“If the bill passes, telepaths will be required to reveal themselves or be subject to internment on detection. Does that worry you?”
“Why the hell do you think I called you here?” X replies. “Of course it worries me, but call it what it is. They’re not proposing internment, they’re proposing imprisonment. They’re going to throw us in prison indefinitely and without trial. What do you think of that? Do you think that’s justice?”
In her ear, soft words are spoken with venom.
“Go for the jugular. Bleed him dry.”
Lisa wants the producer to stop goading her. This isn’t a game. This is a man’s life. Coming into this interview, Lisa had steeled herself to be a mercenary, but she hadn’t expected to meet such a complex individual. On some level, she feels she can relate to X. She tilts her head slightly, and reaches up, discreetly removing the earpiece from beneath her hair and drops it on the concrete floor.
“Well, is it?” Subject X asks.
“No,” she replies, wondering who’s conducting the interview. “No, I don’t think it’s just, but I understand the fear these people have. Not every Tell is going to behave like you. Some of them are bound to abuse their power and take advantage of others.”
“What?” X replies with unbridled anger. “Like a white man born into privilege using his natural smile and good looks to get ahead? Don’t you get it? American culture is stacked against us. It doesn’t matter if you’re black, Hispanic, female or gay, you will never equal a white man.”
Lisa feels adrenaline pumping through her veins. “For someone that’s sensitive to racial issues, you seem to have an undue concern for those of us with fairer skin.”
As those words slip from her lips, Lisa realizes she’d identified with Anglo-Saxon men, and yet she knows the truth of what X is saying. She got her start as a reporter because she was cheap. Salaries in the news profession are a fiercely guarded secret, but it isn’t hard to figure out what the anchormen are being paid when they drive Audis.
“It’s not the color that’s important,” X replies. “It’s that one class is on top, suppressing the others—that’s the real issue here. Equality shouldn’t be an issue. We’re all created equal, right? That’s in the Declaration, right? That’s the foundation of our country, only some are more equal than others. The Telepathy Act is a feeble effort to maintain the status quo, to retain power.”
This is good, she thinks. She can work with this.
“You want us to understand telepaths,” she says, wanting to recover her momentum within the interview. “But you have to understand our concerns.”
“Your concerns? Do you know what happened at that restaurant? They thought I’d stabbed that doctor. Fucking cops kicked me so hard they cracked my ribs. That Green Beret, he knew, he pulled one of the cops away as I lay there in the gutter with my back up against a fucking car wheel taking kicks to the chest. And what did he get for his troubles? He got busted as well. I spent four days in the hole until the doc tracked me down. He knew. He said he didn’t want to press charges. He explained that I’d saved his life. Do you think they believed him?”
Lisa swallows the lump in her throat.
“Hell no,” X continues. “And do you know why? Because all they see is this wafer-thin sheet of skin. They see the color. Damn, I wish they were telepaths. I wish they could see beyond these dark eyes. But no. If you’ve got blue eyes, blonde hair, a pretty smile and nice makeup, you get a helping hand in society. If you’ve got torn jeans and a grease-stained shirt, you get a punch in the guts.”
Lisa squirms in her seat, feeling uncomfortable at having been drawn into his narrative with the comment about her appearance.
“But that’s Norms for you. And I have to understand your concerns? Fuck off. Your concerns are nothing more than blind prejudice.”
Although she can’t see his face, Lisa can see X leaning forward with his head in his hands. He’s crying. The variety of emotions coming through in the interview surprises her. Anger, anguish, fear, frustration, defensiveness, despair—X moves so quickly from one to the next.
“We’re scared,” she says, and by we, she means her and her camera crew and the American people watching in the comfort of their homes.
X sits upright, facing her. His voice is deep. The pacing of his speech slows. He sniffs, and she can see him wiping tears from his eyes as he speaks.
“So Doc... He’s nice. He’s still got a bandage around his throat and he talks with a voice like Barry White when he springs me from jail. He tells me I did a good job saving his life. He’s on antibiotics for a mild chest infection, but the wound is healing nicely. I laugh and tell him, this is the only time anyone’s thanked me for stabbing them. And suddenly he looks worried. I smile, saying, just kidding—I’ve never knifed anyone. I shouldn’t have to say that, but Norms, right? They never see beyond the skin, even after they’ve had a glimpse behind the veil.
“Anyway, Doc takes me home to his apartment overlooking Central Park. Place is stunning. Marble floors. Baby grand piano in the dining room. I ask, who plays. Damn thing plays itself. I say, no way. Doc shows me. He controls it from his iPad and sets it to play something by Beethoven—something about moonlight. The keys go down as each note plays. It’s a haunting piece, played by a ghost.
“His wife is nice, but the kids look like they’ve seen a zombie or something. I guess the doc doesn’t bring too many homies around.
“Dinner is delicious. We have a glass of wine. It don’t taste much different from what Jules likes, but I bet the price tag is different. Afterwards, he and I stand on the balcony looking out over Central Park and he asks, are you reading my mind? I laugh. No, it doesn’t work like that, I tell him. It’s not a light switch you can turn on or off.
“He tells me, it must be pretty cool, as no one can lie to me, but he doesn’t know. People lie to themselves all the time. I knew this one guy, shot another guy in a 7-11. Guilty as Lucifer himself. But in his mind, he’s innocent. In his mind, he’s the victim. He was provoked. It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill the clerk. He was just trying to scare him. If only the clerk had handed over the money. It’s all bullshit, of course, but he believes it. That’s the thing about the mind. It’s not like a library. It’s like an art gallery, and there’s some pretty weird Picasso shit hanging on the walls.”
Lisa can’t help but smile.
“So what about you?” X asks. “What do you think about the Tells?”
“Me?”
“Yes, you.”
“Ah,” Lisa begins. “Reporting is about gathering facts. My opinions don’t count.”
“Sure they do,” X replies. “All the people in their homes, they look up to you, they want to know what you think. That’s why we called you here. Not just to hear from me. To hear from you.”
Lisa takes a deep breath, saying, “I think you’re fascinating. I came here expecting to meet a criminal, but I’ve found a hero.”
“Ha,” X cries. “Now you’re making me blush.”
Lisa can’t help herself. She has to ask. “If the act is passed, will you register?”
“No.”
“And when they come for you?”
“They’ll never find me,” X replies.
“How can you be so sure?” Lisa asks, but she’s distracted. Something’s happening outside on the street. Through the high-set basement windows, she can see flicking police lights competing with the coming dawn. Flashes of light paint the dark alley behind the hotel in blue and red. There are voices yelling. Boots pound down the stairs leading to the door behind X.
Subject X is calm.
He says, “Interview’s over. Turn on the lights.”
Several police officers begin pounding on the steel door immediately behind his chair.
Lisa turns and looks at her cameraman. For a moment, he lowers the camera and stares back at her, bewildered as the wheels of another police squad car crunch on the loose gravel outside the basement window, coming to an abrupt halt. The officers continue pounding on the door, demanding to be let in.
“Go on,” X says. “Do it! I’m not afraid of nothing.”
Lisa stands up and reaches for the light switch. Her finger rests on the aging plastic, and she feels as though she’s betraying X, selling him out like Judas, but she has to know. She has to see his face.
The banging on the door takes on a distinct change of tone. Someone is using a battering ram, striking methodically at the hinges. The base of the door pops off the frame.
Lisa flicks the switch. Neon lights flicker, stuttering as they push back the darkness.
There, sitting opposite her, is an elderly white man dressed in an expensive business suit. His blood red tie has been immaculately set in place high against his starched white collar. His thin, grey hair is neatly combed. Wrinkles line his face. Tears run down his cheeks. His hands are shaking.
“Congressman Jacobs,” Lisa whispers, recognizing the Speaker of the House. Taped to his chest is a message written in black felt marker.
Reject the Telepathy Act.
#DontTell




Afterword
Telepathy has been given considerable focus over the years, with everything from comics/movies like X-Men to comedies such as What Women Want, making it challenging to come up with a unique angle. I enjoyed exploring the possibility that telepathy could be more about pathos and empathy, and wondered if it could usher in a new class within society with some of the same fears and concerns faced by minorities today.




SUPER VILLAN
Super Villain originally appeared in the Mohs 5.5 Anthology. Remember, all the characters in this story are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.




Sweat
Rosalind wrings her fingers together. Sweaty palms. Trembling hands. Not good. She’s desperate to keep them out of sight, holding her hands in her lap, just out of view from the jury. The judge, though, can see her fidgeting, as can the prosecutor.
“Dr. Armstrong. I would remind you—you’re under oath. Although this is a preliminary hearing, lying is still a serious offense. Regardless of the outcome of these proceedings, lying is a felony punishable by up to five years in jail. Do you understand?”
“Yes, your honor.”
The prosecutor paces. He’s wearing a light grey suit, white shirt and a pale blue tie, which at first seemed disarming. Perhaps that’s deliberate.
“Dr. Armstrong. How long have you worked for Elan Mach?”
“Just over twenty years.”
“And your position within Space Inc is…”
“Chief Operating Officer.”
“So it is fair to say you have an in-depth understanding of the operating practices of the organization?”
“That is correct.”
“And you had no prior knowledge about the public listing 18 months ago?”
“Mr. Mach is a very private individual.”
“Even with his senior executives?” the prosecutor asks, wheeling around and pacing back across the worn wooden floor. It’s an interesting strategy and one that isn’t lost on Rosalind. His motion is rhythmic, predictable, capturing the attention of the jury, like a metronome swinging back and forth. Their eyes are on him rather than her by design. Oh, they can hear what she’s saying, but they’re being led by him.
“Yes.”
Short, sharp answers—that’s what her lawyer recommended. Don’t try to explain too much. Long-winded explanations, no matter how well-meaning, come across as shady. Without knowing everything the jury has heard, it isn’t possible to understand what they need to hear, so don’t even try. Don’t wing it. Good advice. Rosalind tightens her lips. 
“You look nervous,” the prosecutor says.
“Objection,” the defense attorney says, snapping that one word off like a bullet fired from a gun.
“Sustained,” the judge says with the same vigor. “Mr. Gainsborough, you will not lead the witness or suggest her state of mind is in any way indicative of any consciousness of guilt… Members of the jury, you should not consider any anxiety displayed by the witness as anything more than nerves—which is entirely natural when placed in an unnatural setting such as this.”
For a brief moment, the prosecutor comes to a halt. Rosalind’s head is swinging. Those three words held far more depth than she realized. She is nervous, but both her attorney and the judge saw through the prosecutor’s ruse before he could play it out to the jury. She shifts in her seat. 
“Why did he do it?” the prosecutor asks. “Why did he sell a controlling interest in Space Inc? After landing humans on Mars on—what is it now? Four occasions?”
“Six,” Rosalind replies.  
“Why sell? What does Elan Mach need with eight hundred billion dollars in cash?”
“I don’t know,” she replies, swallowing the lump in her throat. “You’d have to ask him.”
“Oh we will… When we catch him. But no one’s seen him for over six months. Isn’t that correct?”
Rosalind nods. 
“You will answer the question,” the judge says.
“To the best of my knowledge, that is correct,” she says, feeling reprimanded like a schoolgirl. 
“To the best of your knowledge,” the prosecutor replies, repeating her words back at her but with a slight linger, just enough to sow doubt in the minds of the jury. “So you haven’t had any contact with Mr. Mach in the last six months.”
“No.”
“And you’re not lying. Not under oath?”
“No.”
“Not in your capacity as Chief Operating Officer of Space Inc? Not as a friend? Not even as a lover?”
Even though she knew this was coming, as no prosecutor could resist such a salacious, suggestive angle, that last point causes Rosalind’s blood to seethe. For over a decade she’s struggled with the public perception that her brief relationship with Elan means she’s tainted. Social expectations demand that it’s her, not him, that’s somehow compromised, which she and a handful of others know is garbage. If only they could see the arguments she’s had with Elan over operating policies and procedures. If only they knew how she fought with him to steer the company toward commercial targets. 
There was never any bitterness or animosity between them, as Elan is a man of passion, ruled by the moment, while Rosalind is a plodder. She knew precisely how she’d win a game of chess before her fingers lifted from the first pawn advancing across the board, whereas Elan was unpredictable, seeing genius in the moment. That clash of styles had worked well for Space Inc, ensuring it benefited from the vision they both brought to the company, but it made for a torturous and brief relationship. Like the reactants used in rocket fuel, mixing the two of them together caused an explosive reaction, and yet for all that, Elan still respected her judgement. She’d offered to resign. He’d laughed. And together they put boots on Mars.
With clear deliberation, Rosalind answers, “No. No. No,” being sure to address each point individually.
“So you had no advanced warning of his intentions?”
“None.”
“And you want us to believe the erratic stock price movements are just accidental—random and chaotic—and not the result of insider trading to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars?”  
“I have no reason to doubt the honesty of Mr. Mach.”
“Interesting,” the prosecutor says, pacing back to his desk and opening a folder. He pulls out a sheet of paper, something that seems overly dramatic and archaic in 2039 when digital flex-sheets have all but replaced printed material.
“Can you tell the court what this is?” he asks, handing the document to her.
“It’s a signed contract,” she says, remembering the advice of her attorney and making the prosecutor work for his money. 
“For the record, this is exhibit 87A from Indus Aerospace, Mumbai.” He turns back to Rosalind and asks, “Who’s signature is on there?”
“Well, there are several signatures.”
“Humor me. Read out the names of the signees to this agreement.”
“Dr. Prabhat Bhatt. Dr. Singh Dhar. Mr. Elan Mach. Dr. Rosalind Armstrong.”
“Do you remember signing this contract?”
“I’ve signed a lot of contracts over the past few decades.”
“But do you remember this one?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Rosalind rests the sheet of paper on the flat wooden rim of the witness stand before her, not wanting to touch it. Her motion is irrational. She rubs the sweat from her palms on her dress as she speaks. “Because we lost an awful lot of money.”
“How much money?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“You don’t need to be exact. Give me a ballpark.”
“Ah, well, it was well into the millions of dollars.”
The prosecutor returns to his desk, picking up another piece of paper and walking back to her, saying, “Four hundred and seventy million dollars and change.”
Rosalind swallows the lump in her throat. He’s done his homework. “It was Elan’s company. It was his money. This was all long before he went public.”
“But he never made the loss known, did he? He mislead investors as to his own liquidity, didn’t he?”
“No. He absorbed the loss.”
The prosecutor laughs. “He absorbed the loss. This isn’t spilt coffee, Dr. Armstrong. He was gambling with the future of his company.”
“But it was his company,” she says.
“He went in debt to keep Space Inc afloat, isn’t that correct?”
Rosalind nods before quickly following up with, “Yes.”
“And when he publicly listed Space Inc he failed to disclose his debts, failing to adequately represent the company’s actual financial position, isn’t that correct?”
“No, it’s not,” she replies, feeling insulted by where he’s pushing her testimony. “Space Inc cannot be valued in terms of money in a bank or buildings on a lot. The blue-sky pricing alone more than justifies the stock price.”
“Could you clarify?” the prosecutor asks, “For the jury? What is a blue-sky price?”
“It’s the price of a brand name, like CocaCola or Pepsi. Just the name alone has value in that it commands market share.”
“So you’re suggesting the value associated with the brand made up for any deficiency on the books?”
“I’m saying it’s not a straightforward equation,” she replies. “You can’t just empty the piggy bank and count the coins.”
The prosecutor nods, which surprises her. For a moment, it seems as though she’s put forward a valid point, but there’s something in his eye, something in the way his mind calculates the trajectory of the proceeding that gives her pause for doubt. She’s seen this before, not in a legal setting, but in boardrooms where executives vie for position, setting themselves up for a killer blow. 
“What,” he asks, pausing a little too long. “What exactly was this failed investment for?”
There it is. He’s like a boxer hounding his opponent, jabbing, punching through a pair of raised gloves desperately trying to protect the head.
“Mining asteroids.”
“Explain the concept further—for the benefit of the jury.”
“Ah, we were looking into the feasibility of developing autonomous robotic mining and fabrication processes.”
“Building things in outer space?”
“Yes,” she says. 
“Building what?”
“Oh.” Rosalind pauses, unsure of herself. The passage of time and too many late night meetings spitballing wild concepts has blurred her recollection. Elan had grand plans. He always had ideas that reached beyond anything his engineers actually thought was possible, demanding of them that they transform his vision into reality. Although she doesn’t mean to, the falter in her voice suggests she’s concealing something, causing her to rush her answer.
“Lots of things,” she says, addressing the jury. “Anything that you don’t want to lift off Earth. Big rockets only carry small capsules. Elan wanted to reverse that—to make full use of resources rather than throwing away 90% of every launch.” 
“So he didn’t want to return minerals to Earth?”
“No.”
“You’re sure of that?” the prosecutor asks.
Rosalind waits a little too long before answering, still trying to unravel those late-night conversations honestly. 
“Yes.” 
It’s not that she doubts Elan’s intentions, but rather that even Elan seldom knew the end-game he was striving for in those early days. In her experience, his management style was nebulous. He often did things because he felt they were right rather than thought they’d accomplish some specific end. Back when they were dating, she accused him of gambling with his instinct, but he saw himself as pushing on closed doors, curious as to what lay beyond. Her hesitation, though, doesn’t come across as convincing. 
“So he funnels hundreds of millions of dollars into failed ventures. He launches test flights putting even more sports cars in orbit around the Sun. He undertakes a joint-venture with the Chinese. And you do nothing?”
“It’s his company.”
“Was. It was his company.”
“He could burn his money in his backyard for all I care. It’s his.”
“But that’s not true, is it? You argued with him about this. Publicly and in private, right?”
Begrudgingly, she says, “Yes.”
“Who’s Hilda?” the prosecutor asks. The question seems completely off-topic, taking Rosalind by surprise.
“Hilda?”
“Do you know of Elan’s dealings with Hilda?”
“No,” she replies, wondering why the prosecutor hasn’t provided a surname or the company Hilda works for. He clearly thinks Rosalind knows Hilda personally, but she doesn’t.
“Elan’s a criminal. You understand that?” the prosecutor asks. The judge shifts in his seat and her eyes dart to the right, wondering if he’s going to intervene again, but he seems reluctant. Given he already has, perhaps he doesn’t want to appear to unduly influence the examination. Before he or the defense team can respond, the prosecutor clarifies, softening his stance. “That is what we intend to show.”
“So what?” Rosalind asks. “You think he’s some kind of super villain?”
“He did manufacture flamethrowers.”
To her surprise, both of them laugh, along with several members of the jury. 
Finally, the judge gets proceedings back on course, asking, “Is there a point to this line of reasoning?” 
That gets the prosecutor’s attention. He taps at the paper in front of her, knowing it has a date stamp on the bottom right-hand corner.
“And this all happened when?”
“December 1st, 2024.”
“Fifteen years ago.” 
Here it is, she thinks. This is what he’s been building toward. This is precisely where he wants the testimony to go, leading the jury to the conclusion he’s already reached, wanting to convince them of his argument. 
“So what you’re telling me is, Elan hid a debt of almost half a billion dollars for the past fifteen years. He kept this hidden from investors.”
“It was his money,” she says.
“His loss,” he replies. “And what happened the very next year? What caused this loss? Why did Elan lose half a billion dollars?” 
He hands her another slip of paper, only this one is laminated even though it’s not an original, being a copy of an official declaration. For the prosecutor, this is the upper cut. He’s done jabbing away at her defenses, now he’s stepped inside her reach, moving for a blow to the jaw, wanting to knock her to the canvas. 
“Perhaps this will remind you… Please, if you would read the title for the jury.”
“U.N. Resolution 2025:1774—Outer Space Mining Treaty.”
“For those of us not involved in space operations, could you summarize the intent.”
“Ah, this agreement banned the return of ore from space to prevent any one country from crashing the global economy.”
“Any one country or any one company?” the prosecutor asks, but it’s a rhetorical question and he continues. “And in December of 2024 were you aware of this treaty? Had either of you seen draft copies of the proposed agreement?”
Sheepishly, she replies, “Yes.”
“But you said Elan didn’t want to return resources to Earth. Is that why you signed the contract?”
“Yes.”
“If he was never intending to return resources to Earth, it shouldn’t have mattered, right? And yet it did. Indus Aerospace filed for bankruptcy within three months, taking half a billion dollars with it. Isn’t that right?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve got to say, from where I’m standing, this looks a lot like money laundering. Hundreds of millions of dollars is shifted offshore to a company that folds just months later.”
“No,” Rosalind replies, sitting bolt-upright in her chair.
“Elan then benefits from negative tax returns for the next decade and then sells the company for the GDP of France. This stinks of investment fraud perpetrated over a decade, hidden by the passage of time.”
“No, it was a legitimate investment,” Rosalind says. 
“A legitimate investment in a dead industry?” 
“Elan was the victim.”
“No further questions, your honor.”
“But you don’t—”
The judge bangs his gavel, bringing the proceeding to a halt. 
“That will be all Dr. Armstrong.”
“This isn’t fair. Elan—”
“Dr. Armstrong,” the judge says. “You will refrain from commenting except in response to examination. If you persist, I will hold you in contempt of this court.”
With that Rosalind bites at her lip.
“You are dismissed, but I would remind you that you are a person of interest in this investigation. If you have any knowledge of the whereabouts of Elan Mach, you must disclose this to the court. Is that understood?”
Begrudgingly, she says, “Yes,” and steps out of the witness stand.




Elan
Snow drifts across the road. 
As the Edison accelerates, the snowflakes caught in the headlights shift from the right to coming straight out of the darkness toward the windscreen. To Rosalind, it’s reminiscent of the Starship Enterprise switching from impulse engines to warp drive. Snow rushes at her like stars racing past. Although he knew better, Elan would tell her of his dreams of one day traveling faster than the speed of light—physics be damned. 
Dreams are free, he’d say. 
Elan hated sleep, but loved dreams. Sleep is lost productivity, but dreams are the essence of humanity. Dreams are what originally encouraged us to venture into the unknown. From the jungles to the savannah, from the shores of the Mediterranean and into Europe—fifty thousand years before Homo sapiens developed the arrogance to draw lines on maps, dreams were all we had. 
Dreams powered the sailing vessels of old, from Columbus to Magellan. Copernicus, Newton, Galileo—they all dared to dream of a different day. They weren’t content to accept life the way it was in medieval Europe. They dared to dream of something different. Darwin sailed to the Galapagos, but not to overturn religion or even the science of biology itself. He simply wanted to explore. He dreamed of a day when science would guide humanity as surely as Polaris, the North Star guiding sailing ships to a safe harbor.
Elan once told Rosalind he would dream about Neil and Buzz on that final night, wondering how they slept, curious about their dreams the night before Apollo 11 launched for the Moon. While lying in bed, staring out at a full Moon rising over distant mountains, he told her how they couldn’t sleep at Tranquility Base. When dreams are all you have, sleep comes easy. But when a dream comes to life, sleep seems like a waste. Oh, the astronauts may have had five hours downtime on the Lunar surface, tucked into whatever gaps there were. Buzz curled up on the floor in his spacesuit, while Neil lay on the hood of the single-use ascent engine, knowing that in a few hours it would blast them back into orbit. Sunlight bled in around the window shades, reflecting off the craters and rocks outside. Pumps whined. Fans whirred. Sleep was impossible as there was nothing left to dream about. 
As her Edison accelerates down the freeway, Rosalind reads a report on her computer tablet, trying, but failing to take her mind off her testimony. She’s worried about Elan. He’s been AWOL for months. Not a good look. At sixty-eight, Elan’s hardly a spring chicken. He still has his youthful vigor and good looks, but age wearies all, and she wonders if perhaps he’s convalescing somewhere, having faced surgery for whatever age-related illness may have befallen him. Whereas the courts see his absence as a ploy to play the stock market, short selling and costing investors millions, Rosalind worries about something far more human. 
It’s only six in the evening, but winter in New York is dreary and Rosalind is exhausted by the day. Her eyelids flicker, threatening to plunge her into sleep—not that it matters with her Edison running on AI pilot. If she falls asleep, she knows she won’t dream—not like Elan would. No, for her, sleep is a reprieve. 
Headlights reflect off the rearview mirror. Given autonomous vehicles stay a mandatory car-length apart to allow for lane mergers, it’s clear the car behind is being driven manually and deliberately close. Far from being subtle, it seems the Feds want her to know she’s being watched/followed/surveilled or whatever. Intimidation has always been a forte of the US Government, but Rosalind is less than impressed. 
The in-car phone rings, showing an unlisted number. At a guess, it’s those assholes behind her, probably wanting to tell her the whole “don’t leave town” routine. She answers, expecting to see a video image but a test-swab comes up instead, the kind used to calibrate cameras. There’s a rainbow of colors, black and white targets, a series of lines slowly thinning like some kind of barcode and a bullseye.
“Rosie?”
“Elan?” Rosalind turns in her seat, trying to make out faces in the car behind her, hoping to resolve at least his familiar shape if not his face, but the headlights are blinding. “Is that you behind me?”
“Oh, no. I’d never be so rude.”
“What’s going on?” she asks, hearing a hum in the background and muted voices talking at a rapid pace. “Where are you?”
“Long story,” he says. “On both counts.”
“The Feds are pissed.” She wishes he could see her face as he’d quickly realize she is too.
“Rose, I need you to do something for me.”
“Five to ten in a federal penitentiary?”
“Nothing illegal. I promise. Come on, Rosie. You know me.”
She breathes, drawing in deep and exhaling, relaxing for what seems like the first time in days. 
“But you’ve got to lose them.”
“Hah. Now there’s the Elan I know and love. Drop in out of nowhere. Ask for the impossible… Lose them? These guys are closer to me than my proctologist.”
Elan laughs, but his response is polite—more out of some unwritten social contract to be compliant than humor. 
“Who’s Hilda?” she asks.
That elicits a genuine laugh. 
“They asked you about her, didn’t they? You’re not jealous are you?”
“What is going on, Elan?”
“It’s complicated.”
“So business as usual, huh?” Rosalind replies, noting the sounds in the background. The hum of a fan. Keys being tapped by fingers rippling over dozens of tiny plastic casings, but the keys are old, that much is obvious from the hollow, clanky sound. There are voices, but they’re not speaking English. 
She’s about to ask him about them when Elan says, “Listen, I need you to fly down to Florida and swap out the payload on the Eagle Heavy.”
She laughs, but not in a petite manner. Her’s is a roar as the concept is preposterous. “You what?”
“There’s a DARPA nose cone prepped in the Tranquility hangar. I need you to oversee the transfer, swapping out the scheduled Iridium satellite.”
“You’re mad,” she says, momentarily forgetting about the car inches away from the bumper of her Edison. Just like the old days. If it weren’t for the age spots on the back of her hands, she could swear she’d been shot into the past, back to when the two of them thought they could bend spacetime to their will. Reluctantly, she says, “The engineering team will never do that. The launch team would have a fit. It’s less than forty eight hours till liftoff.”
“That’s why I need you there in person. Sharma will listen to you. He trusts you. He’ll believe you.”
“When I lie to him,” Rosalind says.
“When you convince him. Do this for me, and I promise, I’ll introduce you to Hilda.”
“Talk to me, Elan. Tell me what’s going on.”
“This is pawn to bishop-four. Checkmate,” he says, knowing her love for chess makes such a cryptic comment torture.
In the background, one of the deep, male voices finally speaks in English but with a strong East European accent. “Coming up on L.O.S.”
“I’m about to lose you,” Elan says. “We’re crossing the terminator. Please, Rosie. This is important. There has never been anything more imp—”
The call cuts out and Rosalind completes his sentence. “There’s never been anything more important, huh? With you, there’s always one more goal, another horizon to cross, yet something else that’s far more important than anything else that has come before.” She sighs, but this is why she’s worked for Space Inc for the past couple of decades. Rosalind could make more cashing in on her reputation, but at a certain point, money becomes meaningless. Accomplishment is what counts. 
“Well, Tony Stark,” she says, wishing he could still hear her. “You’d better be the super hero and not the super villain.”
The flat-screen computer in the center console of her Edison shows an undulating blip as she speaks, as the AI constantly parses her words for commands.
“Take me to the nearest fast food restaurant.”
A woman’s voice replies, speaking in a soft Irish accent, using a persona Rosalind picked based on where she grew up in a small village just south of Cork.
“The nearest restaurant is McDonalds. A deviation there will delay your journey home by approximately twelve minutes. I could have an autonomous unit pick up anything you like and deliver it in time for your arrival home.”
“No. I don’t know quite what I want. Take me to the drive-thru.”
“Okay.”
Her car indicates and veers smoothly toward the next off-ramp, closely followed by the Feds. Within a few minutes, she’s pulling into the McDonalds. Her Edison automatically lowers the window as she leans on the doorframe, looking at the menu.
“Good evening,” an electronic voice says from the nearby speaker. “What would you like to order?”
“Fifty cheese burgers,” she says. “But they’ll be picked up by the gentlemen in the car behind me.”
The artificial intelligence unit within the fast food restaurant quickly recognizes this as an unusual order. 
“Could you please confirm that you’re placing a specialist order for fifty cheese burgers to be collected by the second vehicle?”
“That’s correct,” she says, turning and waving at the men in the car behind her. The driver smiles and waves back, not having heard what was said, simply acknowledging her, and that plays to her advantage as it’s detected by the AI. 
“Your online payment has been accepted,” the robotic voice says. “Please drive up to the next window.”
As the Edison pulls forward, driving between an old wooden fence and the brickwork of the restaurant, Rosalind asks her Edison, “Are there any autonomous vehicles in the area?”
“There’s one taxi in the parking lot,” the onboard computer replies. “And another two within a block of here.”
“Book that one for me,” she says as the Edison rounds the corner of the restaurant and proceeds toward the drive-thru service window. “You will remain parked at the window, is that understood?”
“Yes.”
With that, she opens the door and jumps out while the car is still moving, dashing ahead of her vehicle as the headlights for the other car come around the corner. Rosalind stays low, crouching as she runs directly ahead of her Edison before peeling off and pushing through the bushes. She’s never been one for exercise and at sixty five, her heart is already pounding within her chest and her lungs are burning. She feels as though they’ve seen her. A quick glance over her shoulder, looking back through the leaves, reveals both vehicles waiting patiently for the order. 
Rosalind runs into the carpark with her tablet computer under her arm. The delivery unit is easy to spot as, having been booked, it’s skirting lights have shifted from soft green to a deep red. She waves her armband over the door handle and the vehicle recognizes her as the customer, allowing her to jump in the back. 
“To the airport.”
“Fasten your seat restraint, please.”
Much to her annoyance, the car doesn’t move until she’s slipped on a seatbelt. With the buckle clicked in place, the vehicle accelerates smoothly, pulling out of the carpark. Sinking low in the back seat, Rosalind sneaks a peek out the window, only to see two of the Feds climbing out of their vehicle and walking toward her parked Edison blocking the drive-thru, looking somewhat confused as a robotic waiter tries to hand them several bags full of cheese burgers. 
As the chief operating officer of Space Inc, Rosalind has access to a variety of aircraft used by the company, including those owned by Elan and a couple of private planes on assignment to Space Inc, being used to ferry engineers around the country. She logs in and sees there are four at LaGuardia. She issues instructions for them to fly out to Los Angeles, Montreal, Bonn and Mexico City within the hour, knowing that will cause conniptions. The flight manifests, automatically logged with the FAA, will show no cargo and no passengers, but the Feds tracking her won’t believe that. It’ll have them scrambling to figure out where the hell she’s gone. 
“Hey, Jeff,” she says, vid-phoning an old friend. 
An aging bald man answers, rubbing his hand over the stubble on his chin. “Rosie? Is that you? Oh, no. Don’t tell me. Your boyfriend’s in trouble again.”
“I need a favor,” she says. 
“Of course you do,” he replies with a grin. “Dump that loser and I’m all yours.”
She laughs. 
“I need to get to Florida. I can’t fly commercial or use any of our assets. Can you help?”
“Why do I get the impression this is going to be plastered all over the front page of the Washington Post tomorrow?” he asks. Jeff sighs. “It’s important, right? Of course it is, or why would you call me?”
She smiles knowingly at him.
“Okay. Okay,” he says. “Let me see what I can wrangle. There’s got to be some Blue Origin or Amazon hardware over there somewhere you can jump on… Tell Elan, he owes me seats on the Phobos fly-by.”
Rosalind laughs. 




Hilda
“This is such bullshit,” Sharma says. “The fucking government think they can just march in here and commandeer any launch they want? Who the hell issued those orders?”
“Lieutenant General Jacks from DARPA,” Rosalind replies, watching vapor drift from the rocket as it sits on the pad in the predawn hours leading up to launch. Elan was right. Without her down here to smooth the ruffled feathers, the modules would never have been switched. Rosalind hates herself for lying to Sharma. They’ve worked together for fifteen years. He trusts her. He respects her. Well, he did. He won’t, not once he realizes what she’s done. 
How the hell can she justify this? For Rosalind, this is the low-point of her career. She feels as though she’s sold her soul to Lucifer. Strangely enough, she hates herself for doing this, and not Elan for putting her in this position. 
Sharma gets up and pours two cups of coffee. Under her breath, she whispers. “This had better be worth it, Iron Man.”
“You know what I can’t figure out?” Sharma says, pacing back toward her with vapor drifting from the coffee as though it were full of rocket fuel. “How they got the coupling right. I mean, we engineer these things for each launch to match projected stress loads and fit the cowling. How did they know to build this for an Eagle Heavy? Normally, the military use the older Eagles.” 
He hands a cup to her, saying, “They must have known ahead of time. They would have had to plan for this. The build. The delivery here at the cape. They could have switched these payloads months ago. Why the hell did they wait till the last minute?”
Rosalind sips her coffee, holding the cup with both hands and somewhat hiding behind it. 
Sharma is incensed. “And they didn’t want any changes in the flight plan. You know what that means, right?”
Without responding verbally, she gently shakes her head. 
“It means a good portion of the weight in that thing is an orbital engine with plenty of fuel… What the hell are they putting up there?”
“Super spy stuff, I guess,” Rosalind says. 
“You’ve got to talk to them. You and Elan. If word gets out we’re swapping launch cones, there will be hell to pay. Can you imagine the hit to the stock price?”
Again, she hides behind her coffee cup, taking a long slow sip as the countdown reaches single digits and races toward zero.  
Smoke billows from beneath the engines, quickly engulfing the platform. The Eagle lifts into the darkness with a trail of fire blazing beneath it. Seconds later, the roar of the engines reaches them, shaking the hurricane-proof windows in the control center. 
Sharma is busy, not that he needs to be as an army of engineers and technicians monitor the launch. As the rocket reaches the upper atmosphere, it tilts, curling to one side, racing toward orbit. Getting into space is easy. Planes like the SR-71 Blackbird and Virgin Galactic’s Starship series can reach the edge of space, but staying there is hard. Gravity is ruthless. The Eagle needs to reach an orbital speed so it falls around rather than back to Earth. 
Minutes later, the two boosters descend, landing a few miles away. Crowd pleasers. Seems the public never tires of the engineering marvel of landing rockets. 
Roughly half an hour later, Sharma comes over to her, saying, “Well, it’s done. It’s out there. Stage separation was smooth. Orbital engine fired. Whatever that thing is, it’s moving into a high Earth orbit. I hope the DoD is happy.”
“Sharma,” Rosalind says, unsure how much she should reveal about what’s being going on over the past few crazy days. Part of her wonders if this conversation will be recalled in testimony before the court, but she has to know. “Who’s Hilda?”
“Hilda?”
“Elan mentioned her.”
Sharma laughs, thinks, scratches his chin and then the back of his neck, just above his collar. 
“You know her, don’t you?” Rosalind asks, wondering why she’s never heard of this woman before and trying to piece together what’s really going on. 
“What did Elan tell you about Hilda?” Sharma asks.
“Not much.”
He sighs. “Hilda has been dead for over a decade.”
“Who was she?”
“Not who,” he says. “What. Hilda’s not a person. She’s not even a place or a thing.”
“I don’t understand.”
“She’s a megastructure, or she was going to be.”
Rosalind screws up her face. Sharma, though, smiles as he explains, “Hilda is all around us. Four thousand asteroids orbiting between Mars and Jupiter. They move in a stream—a swarm. They’re kinda like bees looking for honey—always on the move, darting back and forth between a field full of flowers and their hive.”
Rosalind’s lips tighten. “What’s going on, Sharma?”
“It was a pipe dream—a crazy idea while we were smoking dope on the rooftop, looking out at the stars. Don’t tell me this is what he’s doing. I told him it was a waste of time—a black hole that would suck up all his money. ”
Before Rosalind can reply, there’s someone knocking at the thick glass doors leading to the observation deck. With FBI emblazoned on their tactical vests, thick black utility belts with black pistols and silver handcuffs hanging from them, they pound on the glass. 
One of the engineers near the door sheepishly turns to Rosalind and Sharma, so she calls out, “Let them in.”
The lead officer strides over. “Dr. Armstrong. You need to come with us.”
“Did you enjoy your burgers?” she asks innocently. The officer does not look impressed. “I presume you have a warrant.”
Before the officer can reply, a familiar voice speaks from the wall screen. 
“Hey, it looks like you’re having a party down there without me.”
“Elan.”
The trillionaire is floating in space. Sections of the image drop in and out. Rather than being in a Dragon capsule, he’s inside an old Russian module. Ventilation fans hum. Laptops and flat screens have been placed at odd angles—odd for anyone under gravity, but practical for those in orbit. 
“This has to end,” Rosalind says. “You have to tell them about Hilda.”
Elan loves poker. He knows she’s bluffing, that she doesn’t know anything more than the name even though to the officer it sounds like she does. He smiles. 
“I can do you one better,” he says. “That communication satellite was the last piece on the board, coordinating the array. Already, we’re getting clean data. Look.”
He brings up a grainy image with false color highlighting the differences. Space appears as a deep, navy blue, being peppered with dots highlighting the poor resolution. Earth is unmistakable, and although the seas have been rendered in a bright green, with the continent displayed in a mix of brilliant red and bright yellow, the shape of North America is clear. From Alaska, stretching around through Canada and down the western seaboard the jagged edge of the continent is apparent.
“I don’t get it,” the FBI officer says. “All this for what? A shitty picture of Earth?”
“Not Earth,” Rosalind says. She walks forward, pointing at where the continent narrows to form Mexico, leading down to Central America. “Where’s South America?”
Elan smiles. Tapping at a keyboard. The resolution on the image improves and the continent is resolved in more detail. What looked like the Baja peninsula resolves to be a mountain range bordering a body of water to rival that of Lake Superior. 
“From spectroscopy we can tell the red is some kind of chloroplast covering most of the terrain. Look at how uneven it is and how it clusters around bodies of water.”
“Plants?” Sharma says, walking up beside Rosalind. 
“Oh, it gets better. We’re detecting heat islands on the land.”
As he zooms in on the coastline, there’s a clear difference between the mountains and plains. From the edge of the coast a dark blot spreads out like a mold, with tendrils reaching toward the interior of the continent. 
“This black region is reflected heat,” Elan says. 
“Wh—What is this?” the officer asks, but everyone ignores him.
“Just like the concrete of a city,” Rosalind replies, completing Elan’s sentence.
“Beautiful, huh?”
“So this is... this is some other planet?” the FBI officer asks, standing there with his mouth agape.
“This is the fourth planet in 55 Cancri-A. It’s a binary star system roughly 40 light years from Earth.” 
“Hilda,” Rosalind says, resting her hand on the screen, feeling the warmth radiating through her palm. 
“Hilda?” the officer says, recognizing the name.
“You old dog,” Sharma says, addressing Elan. “You did it. You mined the Hilda asteroids.”
One of the Russian astronauts floats upside down above Elan, saying. “No one would believe him. But us Russians. We believe anyone with a big enough bank account.” And he laughs, patting Elan on the back while drifting out of shot. 
“It’s taken eleven missions over more than a decade and two dozen robotic crawlers, but we have three thousand eight hundred and twenty radio telescope dishes on the various Hilda asteroids. Each one has a radius of just under a kilometer. They’re paper thin, but they don’t need to fight against gravity like our Earth-bound radio dishes. At this point, only around 70% of them are online, but we’re already getting amazing results.”
Rosalind is astonished. “You—You’ve built a distributed radio telescope with an effective diameter the size of Jupiter’s orbit!”
“Yep,” Elan replies with a grin. “And we’ve found them. We’ve found life out there among the stars.”
The Beginning




Afterword
I hope you’ve enjoyed this speculative short story about what could be humanity’s first megastructure in space, a radio telescope that harnesses the motion of asteroids to provide a glimpse of life around some other star. This is essentially the same process that recently produced images of a black hole. 
Combining the results from telescopes mounted on asteroids might sound improbable, perhaps even impossible, as even with thousands of asteroids, the distances between each receiver would be astonishing, but scientists have developed a concept known as VLBI or very-long baseline interferometry. Without going into too much technical detail, this technique allows individual, isolated radio telescopes in different parts of the world to act as a single telescope the size of Earth. VLBI allowed astronomers to take the first image of a black hole by combining results from eight telescopes as far afield as Antarctica, Chile, Arizona, Hawaii and France. In Super Villain, I’ve extended that idea a little further.
As discussed in this story, a vast group of roughly four thousand asteroids occupy a rather unusual orbit between Mars and Jupiter. When it comes to the Hilda asteroids, each individual asteroid moves in an elliptical orbit (like a hoop-a-hoop swung around the hips), but when seen as a whole, they appear to form a blunt triangle. This broad spread makes them ideal for a distributed radio telescope, as unlike the Greek and Trojan asteroids (which orbit near Jupiter in large clusters), the Hilda asteroids are evenly distributed to form an exotic connect-the-dots pattern around the Sun.


Here on Earth, we are developing extensive networks using the very-long baseline interferometry such as the SKA, or the Square Kilometer Array—a vast collection of individual radio telescopes dotted across the Australian outback and the remote regions of South Africa, far from any human presence and potential radio interference from things like cell phones. The SKA may not sound grand, but a square kilometer spans a million square meters, making this very-long-baseline interferometer telescope the single biggest astronomical observatory ever built. In just one day, it will retrieve more information than occupies the internet in a year, capturing the subtleties of astrophysics in astonishing detail. Although it’s primary purpose is investigating the evolution of stars and galaxies, it will certainly aid in SETI as well, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence. Finding life in outer space would profoundly change our view of the cosmos and our place within the universe. 
Perhaps one day, we’ll see asteroids mined, but for more than mere mineral resources. Perhaps we’ll see them used as a platform to explore the distant heavens as described in this story.




ABRAHAM
Abraham is an unpublished story I almost excluded from this anthology as it’s such a contrast to what I normally write. It examines how an Amish community might fare in some far flung future.
Technology can be baffling to the best of us, and those that choose to hold onto past lifestyles can easily become outpaced by the rate of change in the modern world. How will the Amish deal with change in centuries to come? Will the future be tolerant of religious minorities? In the same way the Pilgrims sought a new start in America, will there be a drive to establish new worlds? Is that a good thing or bad? There are lots of interesting questions to consider. In the midst of it all, how do you deal with old fashioned morals? If anything, this story is incomplete and teases at a broader story waiting to be told.
I hope you enjoy this deviation from traditional scifi as much as I did.




Community
Steam wafted from the bowls as Georgia set them on the table. She moved with grace, as silent as a doe in the forest. Abraham smiled, and not simply because she’d cooked his favorite meal, a hearty beef and vegetable stew, but because she represented everything he loved about life in the Amish Protection Zone: simplicity, honesty, warmth and companionship. She must have caught his smile out of the corner of her eye as she smiled back, setting the last bowl on the table.
“Stacy,” she said as Abraham sat down at the head of the table. “Go and get Jed and Amos for dinner.”
Stacy was nine going on nineteen if she had her way. She was a delightful young girl, but she had her father’s stubborn streak and Georgia wasn’t shy in pointing that out to Abraham. If Abraham became frustrated with her, Georgia would simply look him in the eye and that was enough for him to realize stubbornness ran both ways.
Abraham loved Georgia. She kept him grounded. He was thankful for the balance they found in married life.
For once, Stacy just got up and skipped out through the wooden door to get the boys without any grumbles. She was cheerful, whistling as she went. Abraham raised an eyebrow.
As if she’d read his mind, Georgia said, “I’ve been working with her.”
Abraham nodded, pleasantly surprise.
“Abe,” Georgia continued, looking every bit as radiant as the day they’d married. “About Jed.”
She had walked around the kitchen table behind him, running her hands over his shoulders. Normally, he found this relaxing after a hard day working on the farm. With no mechanical droids, the horse and plough he used to till the land were reminiscent of the 18th century, not the 22nd, but Abraham loved hard work. The mention of Jed, though, caused his aching muscles to stiffen. Georgia must have felt the change because she pulled back.
“You know my position on New Virginia,” Abraham said, keeping his voice low but speaking with firm authority.
“He’s not a boy anymore,” Georgia replied, her voice equally soft and firm. “In six months, he’ll be eighteen. He’ll be a man. He wants to strike out for himself. He’s been saving. He really wants to do this.”
“McAlester has a few acres gone to seed,” Abraham said. “The boy can busy himself there.”
“You know that won’t do,” Georgia replied, draping a kitchen towel over the edge of the stove to dry. She was busying herself. Abraham could see she was trying to deflect, trying to lessen the issue by seeming preoccupied with something else. “You have to talk to him.”
Abraham couldn’t help himself. His lips tighten in anger as the door to their wooden home opened. Stacy skipped back in, still whistling. Jed and Amos followed close behind her, laughing and jostling with each other as Amish brothers are wont to do. No sooner had they entered the kitchen than they felt the cool reception awaiting them.
“Father,” Amos said respectfully.
“Dad,” Jed added, nodding to Abraham.
Amos and Jed had been helping raise a new barn at the Jeffers’ homestead, one of their neighbors to the north. Abraham had worked with them for most of the week, but he needed to get seed in his fields before the rains came and so hadn’t been there today. Both of the boys were wearing a fresh change of clothes, having cleaned up before dinner. They sat down quietly at the table, as did Georgia and Stacy.
Abraham bowed his head and closed his eyes, leading them in prayer, blessing the food they were about to eat. He finished with a robust “Amen,” and a chorus of amens proceeded around the table.
The boys were famished, but he noted that they restrained themselves, eating with decorum.
“How is old man Jeffers?” Georgia asked, looking to Jed and Amos.
“He’s doing better,” Amos replied. “Doc says there’s nothing to worry about. Said it was a good, clean break, although I’m not sure what’s good about a broken arm. I guess he means as bad as it is, it could have been worse.”
Abraham nodded thoughtfully, taking a bite of stew.
“Dad,” Jed began, and Abraham felt his pulse race.
Leave it alone, thought Abraham, not wanting to lose his temper, but Jed kept speaking. He shouldn’t have. He should have waited until after dinner and spoken to him in private, that’s what Abraham would have done with his father.
“Cousin Isaacs is going—“
Abraham cut him off.
“We will not speak of that.”
“But Dad,” Jed protested.
“No!“
“But I want to go,” Jed cried.
“Jedediah Nathan Schmidt!” Abraham snapped, slamming his palm on the thick wooden table. Knives and side plates shook under his wrath. “There will be no more talk of New Virginia. I forbid it.”
“But Dad!” Jed protested.
“None. No more.”
In the silence that followed, Jed carefully folded his napkin and placed it on the table beside his bowl. Quietly, he pushed back his chair, keeping his eyes low and saying, “I’m not hungry. Excuse me.”
With a tear in his eye, he got up and walked out of the kitchen.
Georgia rested her hand on Abraham’s forearm. Her fingers were warm and soft. Just a fleeting touch from her caused the muscles in his arm to relax, even if only slightly. She’d always had that effect on him.
Abraham looked at his stew. He picked up his spoon and took another bite of meat and gravy, but the flavor seemed to have vanished. He sipped at the broth. He could have been sipping dishwater.
“Go to him,” Georgia said softly. “He needs to understand.”
Abraham sighed. He arched his head back, looking up at the wooden slats that formed the ceiling in their home. Somewhere out there, spaceships soared through the galaxy. Men bounced on the Moon. Women floated freely in orbit around Earth. Flying contraptions of all kinds soared through the air, powered by Urancillium. And here he sat, looking at the roof of a building that could have been built in the Middle Ages. Like his brethren, he was a man with a desire to live according to the dictates of his conscience, with the feel of callouses on his hands, dirt under his nails and weary muscles from toiling under the hot summer sun.
Abraham knew Earth’s population had exploded and was expected to reach 22 billion before the end of the decade. It was a number that held little meaning to him. He suspected even scientists struggled to grasp the implications of such a number. He tried to put the number in context by thinking about things he knew. How many leaves were there on the trees in the grand forest to the south? Millions, hundreds of millions, billions?
There was little or no virgin land anymore. Concrete covered almost everything. The Amish Protection Zones scattered throughout the US were some of the few farming communities left in North America. Most food was synthetic. By annexing the Amish Zone along with a handful of national parks, the government had sought to preserve at least a portion of Earth as it had been for millennia.
New worlds were opening to exploration, some no more than a dozen light-years from Earth, while others lay beyond the outer rim of the galaxy. One had even opened in a star cluster within the Large Magellanic Cloud: New Virginia.
Jed had explained to Abraham that the Large Magellanic Cloud was a small galaxy in its own right. The concept of being large but small left Abraham scratching his head. And not only was large small, Jed added that small was a misnomer in astronomical terms, as the dwarf galaxy had hundreds and hundreds of millions of stars. So, Abraham had replied, joking with his son at the time, large is small but still pretty big. Jed laughed, but to Abraham these were just more meaningless numbers.
Somehow, amidst all the advances, the Amish had retained their identity. Their unique lifestyle and rugged independence had struck a chord with politicians. Perhaps they were a link with a past most people were too quick to give up on. For some, the Amish Protection Zone was anachronistic and seemed to be an affront to progress, but most accepted and respected the Amish in their desire to live a quiet life without becoming wrapped up in the pressures of the modern world.
Abraham moved his seat back from the table. He dabbed at his lips with his napkin, carefully touching at his beard in case any of the stew had dripped. He placed his napkin on the table and got to his feet, saying, “The elders are meeting at the Kepler homestead.”
Georgia stared up at him. He could read her mind, but he couldn’t go to Jed. Not yet. Scientists hadn’t figured that one out yet, but pride would soften with time. She didn’t agree with his priorities. He should be dealing with his son, not commune politics.
Abraham got his coat and his brimmed hat from the coat rack. No one at the table spoke. As he stepped out the door, he heard Georgia getting up. He stood there on the porch of their home, looking out at the stars. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dark, but slowly the stars increased in their radiance, and he could understand the fascination humanity had with outer space. The stars seemed to call to him. Perhaps that’s what Jed felt. White specks of light fought off the darkness of the night, speaking of hope for the future.
The stars were serene, constant and sure, and yet they were scattered so erratically. That was the thing that amazed Abraham. There were no two the same. His eyes picked out the bright stars immediately, and now dim stars came into view. He could see, what? A hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty stars? What was that? The equivalent of the leaves on one branch of one tree in the middle of the forest? On a good night, one without clouds and no moon, he could see thousands of stars, but even that was no more than one tree in the southern forest. One tree among thousands, millions? He really didn’t know, but he knew the stars before him were just a tiny fraction of the stars out there. Jed told him it was impossible to see New Virginia without a telescope. Shame. He would have liked to pick it out amidst the darkness.
Yes, he could understand why Jed wanted to journey to the stars. As a young man, he’d have wanted the same, to put down roots somewhere untouched. It was the challenge of the untamed wilderness, the opportunity to build something with your own hands.
Georgia stood silently beside him. She took his arm, resting her hand in the crook of his elbow with such tenderness as to melt his heart.
He sighed.
Georgia didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to, and neither did he. The stars spoke for both of them. Wind stirred the leaves in the trees. The house creaked and groaned softly. One of the horses neighed in the distance.
After a few seconds, he patted Georgia’s hand, turning toward her as he did up the hooks and eyes on his jacket.
“I know you’ll make the right decision,” she said.
Abraham nodded, looking her in the eye. She tiptoed, kissing him softly on the cheek.
Abraham stepped down into the dust and walked across the forecourt in front of their home. One of the horses was already trotting along beside the fence, anticipating an evening jaunt. It took a few minutes for him to harness the horse and hitch her to his open-top buggy. All the while, he was aware Georgia hadn’t moved. She stood there on the porch with her arms wrapped around her waist, keeping herself warm against a cold wind blowing down from the north. The soft, cotton kapp on her head fluttered in the breeze.
Abraham climbed into the buggy and nudged his horse on. He hated turning his back on Georgia. Her love and trust in him was something he didn’t take lightly. Yes, he thought, I’ll make the right decision, although deep down he thought he already had.




The Elders
The trip to the Kepler homestead took almost an hour. With no moon, Abraham had to keep his eyes fixed on the dark outline of the road, tracking various fences and fields as the horse plodded along. Occasionally, a small thicket or clump of forest obscured the gravel road in near complete darkness, but Abraham had been riding these roads all his life. He could feel the wheels of the buggy following the well-worn ruts and grooves in the path.
In the distance, well above the horizon, a faint green glow marked urancillium engines powering flyers, soaring across the sky like airplanes once did. The Boston Ruling ensured they stayed out of the Amish Protection Zone, but occasionally the faint trail of an overhead jet drifted through the sky on the fringe of the zone.
Warm, yellow lantern light marked the Kepler homestead in the distance. Abraham bounced gently in his buggy as his horse trotting down the quarter-mile long driveway. A dozen other buggies sat parked around the Kepler barn. 
Friends and neighbors called out to him as he pulled up, greeting him with cheer, and for a moment he forgot about Jed and his desire to emigrate to New Virginia. He unhitched his horse, led her over to a water trough and gave her a good pat, whispering his appreciation in her ear. His horse nickered softly before bending down and drinking.
“You missed a fine day, Abe,” one of the farmers called out. “We stood the final frame on Jeffers’ barn. She looks grand. The workmanship is second to none. The last beam slid into place with less than a sixteenth of an inch to spare!“
“Nice,” Abraham replied, joining his friend as they walked into the brightly lit barn. Wooden bench seats ringed the broad floor. Straw had been strewn on the ground to soak up mud. Several of the younger men sat high in the rafters, looking down at the elders.
Abraham accepted a glass of cider from one of the boys and sat down on a bale of hay off to one side, next to bridles and bits hanging on the wall. A few more men arrived and finally Kepler walked into the center of the barn and called for attention.
To a foreigner, the sight of so many Amish farmers gathered together might have seemed strange. Perhaps to the English, they would all look the same, with their thick beards, their broad, flat-brimmed hats and suspenders supporting their trousers, and yet they were each unique. Abraham could recognize every one of them, even if he only caught a brief glimpse of them walking away in the crowd. They were more than farmers. They were brothers.
“Thank you for coming on short notice,” Kepler began. He was an elderly man, but had the physique of a twenty year old. His long, straggly beard reached down to his stomach. “There’s been considerable concern among the border homesteads about incursions by United Worlds. I want to lay everyone’s fears to rest. I’ve spoken with United Worlds and they assure me these were mistakes.”
“Mistakes?” one of the elders called out. “You know as well as I that they despise the Boston Ruling. They grow bolder by the day, while the sheriff grows weaker.”
Another called out, “I used to see Sheriff Holstadder every Tuesday. It’s been over a month now. Is he no longer watching the border?”
Kepler raised his hands, wanting to be heard.
“Let’s not inflame the situation with speculation. Please, if you have specific incidents, then speak. If you haven’t, just listen.”
There was silence for a moment. Abraham sipped at his cider. His homestead was easily seventy miles from the border so he never saw any intrusions.
“There have been drones,” a soft spoken young man said. His beard was only just forming and looked straggly. Abraham recognized him as the Chalmers boy. He’d only been married a year, and had taken a small property on the edge of the Zone.
“Drones?” Kepler replied.
“At least five of them.”
“And you have proof?” the old man asked.
Chalmers opened a sack and pulled out a black box with cameras and wires protruding in a variety of directions. It had clearly been ripped from the fuselage of a drone. He tossed it into the middle of the barn to the silence of the elders.
“They come across the border between one and three in the morning.”
No one spoke. All eyes were fixed on the mechanical monstrosity.
“They’re silent fliers. No exhaust ports, no engine flare. At first I thought they were bats—big bats. They stay low, no more than ten to fifteen feet above the ground, hugging the trees. And they’re fast. Damn fast.”
Chalmers walked forward and kicked at the wreckage, turning it over so the elders could see the United Worlds logo etched in soft grey into the side of the black box.
“But you live by the border,” Kepler protested. “Surely, these devices don’t mean intrusion into the Zone as a whole.”
“I’ve been tracking them for weeks,” Chalmers replied. “They’re impossible to snag coming in, but they take the same return path. Normally, they follow the dry river bed to the west of my place. I snagged this one with a mesh net. At the speed they’re moving, I’d say they could cover most of the eastern zone in their two hour flight. There are probably others covering the north, west and south.”
The elders seated around the barn erupted in discussion, all speaking over the top of each other.
Jeffers called out, “I’m telling you. There’s unrest out there among the English. They’re preparing for a fight.”
The talking subsided, allowing Jeffers to continue.
“There’s a war coming. Whether we like it or not, it’s coming.”
Kepler protested, “War or not, it’s English killing English. We take no part. Never have. Never will.”
“And if they take the APZ?” someone else yelled.
“Why would they take the APZ?” another voice called out.
“Why wouldn’t they take the APZ?” yet another voice answered. “Do you really think they’ll leave us be? Do you think they’ll let us keep our land when they have none?”
“Please,” Kepler yelled. “Let us have order.”
“And there’s more,” Chalmers said. “I’ve brought someone to speak.”
Someone, thought Abraham, knowing instinctively what Chalmers was getting at. He’d brought someone to speak to them from beyond the Amish Protection Zone. He had no right bringing an Englishman into a council meeting without the consent of the Elders. Abraham felt indignation at the young man’s presumption, but several others were vocal in their anger.
“How dare you?”
“Who do you think you are?”
Again, Kepler called for calm.
“We are all equals here,” Kepler said. “Young Chalmers should be heard.”
He’s in on it, he already knows, Abraham thought, fascinated by the dynamic at play before him. The other elders may not have picked up on it, but initially, Kepler came across as indifferent, acting in the role of speaker. Abraham, though, saw through the ruse. Kepler may have acted surprised by Chalmers. He may have seemed neutral, but he wasn’t. Abraham fought to suppress a wry smile. Chalmers was acting under orders from Kepler, he was sure of it. He knew the old man well enough to know he’d never tolerate insubordination like this. Chalmers must have approached him with the wreckage well before the meeting, perhaps a few days ago, and they planned their approach from there. Chalmers was saying everything Kepler wanted to say but couldn’t. Abraham sat forward on his bale of hay, listening intently.
Chalmers looked nervous. Kepler didn’t. Abraham saw the younger man glance across at Kepler, catching his eye. He clearly wasn’t comfortable with what was to come, which Abraham found all the more intriguing. As alarming as it was to think of drones surveying the land and spying on their farms, the dynamic between two entirely different men separated by three generations caught Abraham’s attention. Chalmers could have been Kepler’s grandson. He wasn’t. Abraham knew there was no blood relationship between them, but the age gap was easily sixty years.
“We don’t take sides,” someone called out from up in the loft of the barn.
“The Lord is our redeemer. He will deliver,” another voice yelled. “What need have we of man?”
“Yes, He will deliver,” Chalmers agreed, but his voice quivered, betraying his nerves. “And yet He hasn’t been here on Earth in several thousand years. He works through the English to bring our deliverance. It was the English who established the APZ. It is the English who enforce the exclusion.”
A murmur broke out among the elders. Kepler kept his face blank, not giving away any emotion. Abraham listened to Chalmers but his eyes were on Kepler.
The farmer beside him leaned over, whispering, “What do you make of this, Abe?”
“I think they know more than they’re telling us. I think we need to listen with our hearts and not just our ears.”
The farmer mumbled what sounded like unwilling agreement. He was fishing for dissent from Abraham and was disappointed when he found none.
“Wars are fought over resources,” Chalmers continued, and Abraham got the distinct impression he was working from a script, one he and Kepler had agreed upon. “Resources are dwindling. God forbid the Amish Protection Zone becomes the only jewel left in the crown.”
Kepler spoke, saying, “Who is this Englishman you presume to bring before us?”
Unlike most of the hostility Chalmers faced, Kepler’s question was not accusing. He seemed to be moving the debate along at the pace he preferred.
A shadow moved outside the open barn door. All heads turned and watched as a distinctly female form walked forward into the light. Her face was hidden by the cowl of a dark raincoat. As she walked into the barn, her heavy leather riding boots clomped on the wooden floorboards. She walked up to the wreckage lying on the straw and threw back her hood.
“Summer?” the farmer beside Abraham whispered.
“Who is she?” Abraham asked under his breath.
“Summer Brache, from the Lunar Amish Zone.”
“She’s not Amish,” Abraham said softly, appraising her clothing and the lack of any head covering. Long brunette hair fell from her shoulders as she walked around the wreckage, kicking at it with disdain.
“Once she was.”
From the loft, someone yelled, “A woman? You bring a woman before us?”
Chalmers wasted no time in his rebuttal, “A woman and a friend. An ally who has protected us before.”
“We ask not for any man or woman to defend us,” Jeffers shouted from the far side of the barn.
“And yet we accept such defense,” Kepler replied, cutting Jeffers off. Abraham could see Kepler making his move. “Our livelihoods, no, our very lives depend on those that fight for freedom. We side with no man—with no woman. We side with freedom, and any that champion that cause are the friends of the Amish.”
His timing was exquisite, thought Abraham, his logic irrefutable. Kepler continued.
“No one is asking us to side with them, they’re asking whether we side with the right to live in freedom. Is that something we can deny?”
A murmur of agreement swept through the assembled elders. Their respect for Kepler was evident, and to see him side with Chalmers and Summer took them by surprise.
Summer spoke softly. “Esteemed elders, it is with nothing but respect that I stand here before you. I beg you to listen to my words.”
“She’s a rebel,” one of the younger men in the loft called out.
“I am a rebel,” Summer agreed, staring the man down. Voices called out in alarm, making it hard to hear if she said anything else.
Jeffers was clearly uncomfortable with what was happening. He yelled, “If anyone from the United Worlds finds her here, they’ll kill us and drag our families into a labor camp.”
Summer’s head hangs. “I’m working for the United Worlds.” Admitting she was a rebel had caused an uproar. Admitting she worked for the United Worlds authority led to a deathly silence.
“How else could I get here?” she asked. “Do you think I could come here and stand before you without someone inside United Worlds knowing?”
No one replied.
Abraham felt his heart racing in his chest.
“You know they’re watching, right? You think your lives here are secure? You think they couldn’t march in here tomorrow with ten thousand troops and drag you away on the most fleeting of pretenses?”
“But the Boston Ruling...” Jeffers protested.
“The Boston Ruling is a legal opinion. It is subject to government enforcement. Don’t be fooled. Your lives are lived at the whim of political expedience. The pastures you tend, the farms you toil on, the fields you plough, these exist because it is convenient for political ends. But power is shifting. United Worlds stretches across every country, reaching to every planet. Its tentacles reach into more governments than you could imagine, and slowly it’s moving to control them.”
Kepler spoke, saying, “There’s a war coming,” echoing the earlier sentiments. Abraham had always known Kepler was a shrewd elder, but to see him turn the objections of Jeffers around with an argument Jeffers himself had made at the opening of the meeting was masterful. These revelations may have come as a surprise to most of the elders, including Abraham, but he could see Kepler wasn’t fazed in the slightest. The old man looked younger and stronger than ever. 
Several of the elders talked furiously with each other. Voices echoed within the vast barn.
Jeffers, it seemed, would not be deterred by Kepler. He stood, addressing Summer.
“What gives you the right to come before us and expect our support?”
Summer was soft spoken, but not intimidated, she replied with five words that stunned the elders.
“The blood of my sister.”
No one spoke.
“United World satellites have detected vast deposits of urancillium deep beneath the APZ. My sister died to get this information out. If United Worlds have spotted these deposits, others will too.”
“Friends,” Kepler said with his arms outstretched. “Do not dismiss this warning.”
“We fear no man,” the young farmer in the loft called out.
Kepler was not dissuaded, he replied swiftly. “Do not fear change. Do not think we can continue on oblivious to the rumblings of war outside our walls. We cannot hide in the Amish Protection Zone. They will bring the war here.
“We love our lives. We love our families, our farms. But these are not the default. These are not our right. These are a gift from the Lord, a gift in times of rapid change.”
Some of the elders nodded, others shook their heads, but Kepler continued regardless.
“We hold to tradition, but we do not hold to the past. Only a fool would hold on to the dreams of yesterday. We may not embrace robots and hovercraft, but our lives have benefited from the science of the English. My great grandfather was one of nine. Five of his brothers and two of his sisters died before the age of five. That is not a legacy we have inherited. For all the faults of the English, they have brought much that enriches our lives. We may choose not to side with any man, but we share this world with them, and it is with them we must deal.”
“Hear, hear,” Abraham said, speaking before thinking. It was only when he realized no one else called out in agreement that he felt as though he’d singled himself out before the elders.
Kepler jumped on Abraham’s support.
“Brother Abraham. You sent your sons, Jed and Amos, to help Brother Jeffers raise his barn. Why?”
“Because that is what we do,” Abraham replied, seeing where Kepler was leading them. “We work together. We stand together. Whatever needs to be done, we do it together.”
“And in this too,” Kepler continued, “we must stand together.”
Abraham surprised himself. If Georgia could see him, she would have been shocked. She would have never guessed he would side with Kepler and Summer, and yet he did.
“So tell us,” Abraham called out, addressing Summer. “Why did you come? What is it you seek from us? How can we help you in your time of need?”
He was shaking, but the rush of adrenaline in his veins felt good. He felt liberated, free from any fear, free to stand up for what he believed in, free to rally for the Amish Protection Zone. To have sat there and not said anything would have been to shrink in uncertainty. It felt good to speak with conviction.
With Kepler, Chalmers and now Abraham openly supporting Summer, the mood in the barn changed.
Summer nodded respectfully toward Abraham before speaking to the rest of the elders gathered before her.
“United Worlds think I have come with a warning, to rebuke you for the loss of the drone, but I have come to tell you the truth.”
“And what is the truth?” Kepler asked, clearly already knowing the answer.
Kepler’s voice was soft. He walked out into the center of the barn, away from the stalls, and stood beside her. If there was any doubt in anyone’s mind as to where Kepler’s allegiance lay, it was gone. Abraham’s initial assessment was correct. Kepler had orchestrated the entire meeting to bring the discussion to this point.
Summer replied softly, as though she were speaking only to him. In the quiet of the barn, with the wind in the rafters and the soft creak of wood, all focus was on her words. She had no need to project her voice over any grumblings or dissent.
“They have plans to take the Amish Protection Zone. Not now. Not just yet, but the drones are tasked with mapping out mineral deposits in detail and tracking your movement. They have a division assigned to forward planning that sees the Amish Protection Zone as a resource to be claimed.”
“But,” Kepler said, yet again leading the conversation. His voice was as quiet as the still of night outside.
Summer said, “But we will not surrender freedom lightly. The Amish Protection Zone has become a rallying point for the resistance. If the Zone falls, what hope is there for any of us? The leaders of the resistance understand this. They see the Amish Protection Zone as the last bastion of freedom—a proxy for all our freedoms.”
Abraham spoke, not with any anger, but out of curiosity, saying, “You haven’t answered my question. What is it you need from us? What can a simple farmer do in the face of weapons that can decimate entire cities?”
Summer smiled, looking at him.
“You can do something we cannot. This is a war being waged across the galaxy, as far afield as New Virginia. The war we fight is not with guns and grenades. There is a weapon more powerful than a thermonuclear bomb: knowledge.
“Information is where the real fight lies, in winning the hearts and minds of the people and exposing United Worlds as a corrupt and murderous organization. But for those outside the Zone, AXE has corrupted our neural pathways. Drugs like AXE have weakened our youth. We need someone to stand up with us, to help us, people with minds not scarred by AXE, people with pure hearts. If those on a hundred worlds are to rise against the corruption, they have to believe there’s a purpose. They must believe they can make a difference. We don’t need you for your strength or your minerals, but for your character, your morals.”
Summer glanced at a flashing bracelet on her wrist before saying, “I have to go. I beg you, stand with us as we have stood with you.”
She turned and left as the elders began hurriedly talking amongst themselves. Abraham had nothing to say to anyone. He simply watched as she walked out into the dark of night.
“She is a brave woman,” Kepler said, walking up to him.
“That she is,” he replied as the faint glow of a urancillium engine lit up the field behind the homestead. Abraham and Kepler walked out into the night, watching as Summer’s transport lifted effortlessly into the air. Even in the dark, the contorted shape of the craft was apparent. Urancillium-powered craft were nothing like the streamlined aircraft of yesteryear. They needed no runway, no wheels upon which to taxi. The sheer force of even a small urancillium engine overcame wind resistance with ease. The craft remained low as it shot out above the trees. Once it was several miles from the farm, it pulled up hard into the sky, gaining altitude at an astonishing rate before slowly fading from sight.
“Old Mazy isn’t quite as quick as that,” Abraham said to Kepler as they walked over to his buggy. Kepler laughed.
They made small talk as Abraham hitched Mazy to his buggy. Abraham felt as though Kepler was being more than polite. There was something else the old man wanted to say, but he seemed unsure of himself. As Abraham climbed up into the buggy, Kepler finally spoke his mind.
“About young Jed.”
Abraham sat on the bench seat, taking up the slack in his reins.
“He’s just the kind of man they’re looking for.”
Kepler’s choice of words was precise. Jed was becoming a man, thought Abraham. Was that why the talk of New Virginia was so hard for him? Was it that he still saw Jed as a boy? If Kepler had raised this with him earlier this evening, Abraham’s blood would have boiled, but after all he’d heard from Chalmers and Summer, he knew the old man was right. For all the talk about the Amish Protection Zone, be it on Earth or New Virginia, it was their freedom that was at stake. But this was his son. 
“I need to think about it.”
Abraham eased off the brake and gave a gentle flick on the reins, signaling for the horse to move. Kepler walked alongside him.
“I’ll have Summer watch over Jed. I promise. I’ll make sure he’s never alone.”
Abraham gave the reins more gusto and Mazy picked up the pace, quickly leaving Kepler standing on the dusty track alone, calling out one last time, “I promise.”
The ride back to the Schmidt farm seemed to take forever. Dark clouds grew on the horizon. Flashes of lightning rippled through the looming cloud bank. Slowly, the stars were blotted from view. When the rain finally fell, Abraham was pulling up in front of his house. Jed was there, sitting on the porch alone. A lantern in the window cast long shadows. It was well after midnight by Abraham’s reckoning.
Jed jogged over to his father, saying, “I couldn’t sleep. I heard the storm and thought you might need help with Mazy.”
Abraham smiled. Mazy was known to kick and panic at the sound of thunder. Jed was showing signs of maturity beyond his years.
“Thank you,” Abraham replied.
Jed took the reins as Abraham climbed down from the buggy. The two men worked together to unhitch the horse.
“We’ll keep her in the barn tonight,” Abraham said.
As Jed watered the horse, Abraham went into the house and grabbed the lantern. The two men walked over to the barn together, leading the tired horse behind them.
“Good meeting?” Jed asked.
His voice was innocent. Jed was guileless, showing no resentment for Abraham’s hard line earlier in the evening. He was no longer a boy, and for the first time Abraham could see that. He was tempted to tell his son about Kepler and Chalmers and Summer, but it was best Jed knew nothing. The less he knew, the more his innocence would protect him.
“Yes, it was a good meeting.”
Abraham pulled on the heavy wooden cross-member barring the door. He swung one of the doors open as Jed held the lantern high above his head. The rumble of the storm grew louder. What had been a light rain began increasing in tempo. Mazy knew where she was going. She pulled at her lead rope, eager for shelter.
“Easy girl,” Jed said as Abraham took the lantern from him and opened one of the stalls. Jed led the horse into the wooden stall as Abraham grabbed some fresh hay.
As he closed the stall, he caught sight of the upper window at the front of the barn above the doors. Three of the four panes were made from glass, the fourth was an old can beaten flat and tacked in place to cover the shattered pane.
“Do you remember that?” Abraham asked, pointing at the window.
In the soft light, he could see Jed hunching his shoulders a little, cringing.
“Not my finest hour,” the young man replied.
“Ha ha,” Abraham replied, slapping his son on the shoulder. “Do you know why that doesn’t bother me?”
Jed shook his head.
“Because you were honest. You could have blamed someone else. You could have said you didn’t know how it happened, that it was a bird strike or something, but you didn’t. You could have said someone else struck that baseball, but you took it on yourself.”
Together they walked back to the barn door.
“Honesty wins over all else, Jed. You know, I hate seeing that old can stuck up there, but I’ll never replace it because it reminds me of you. And I can see you’re no longer a boy. You’re a man.”
As they closed the barn door and the rain washed over them, Abraham added, “My son, you have my blessing to go to New Virginia.”
“Thank you.”
“You needn’t thank me. The future is yours. You and your generation own what happens next. You always have. The future belongs not to the old but the young. It is yours to forge as you will. Make good choices, Jed. Regardless of the coming war, act on your own. Be true to yourself and no one else as you soar among the stars.”
The beginning




MORE TO LEARN
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Arrival
NASA first detected the alien spacecraft as it passed Neptune, but to everyone’s surprise the aliens appeared in no rush to get to Earth. The craft glistened in the distant sunlight. Initially, astronomers thought the vessel was a long-period comet from the Oort cloud, but when the craft moved into orbit around Saturn, speculation started in earnest. NASA released a press statement warning against reaching premature conclusions, but when the UFO captured the Vera Rubin space probe in orbit around Enceladus, all bets were off. The last footage from the Rubin showed a massive vessel moving into a lower orbit. The smooth curves and streamlined hull of the alien craft were out of place with scientific thinking as there’s no apparent need for aerodynamics in space.
The United Nations issued a Memorandum of Understanding, making it clear that no one country could monopolize contact with the alien creatures. Panic spread, with rumors of other alien spacecraft hiding behind the Moon, but these proved unfounded.
Nothing happened.
Now that the Rubin had been intercepted by aliens, everyone expected the extraterrestrials to make a beeline for Earth, or a Hohmann transfer at least, but the craft moved on to Jupiter, spending four months examining the various moons.
Four months!
The media went crazy. In an age of instant celebrities and viral social media outbreaks that would sweep the planet in hours, months were akin to centuries.  
Critics attacked NASA for not doing more to contact the extraterrestrials, but what could they do? The output of Earth’s radio and television already saturated local space. The Russian Federation wanted to aim a laser beam at the UFO and send a coded message, but the UN Security Council vetoed the plan, saying it could be perceived as an act of aggression.
Whereas once, the alien vessel dominated every news channel, by the fifth month only a couple of networks covered its slow progress to Mars. The existence of extraterrestrial intelligence became a byline in the news. After five weeks spent mapping Mars and ignoring human satellites and rovers, the alien craft finally headed for Earth.
At first, no one was sure what the appropriate response should be. There had been plenty of time for humanity to get used to the idea of aliens in the backyard. Panicking just didn’t seem as fashionable as it once had been. Whatever alien culture inhabited the UFO, they seemed quite relaxed about the concept of First Contact and moved no faster or slower than they had between any of the other planets.
An elite group of astronauts was selected to greet the alien craft, although everyone agreed ‘greet’ was a misnomer. Rubin had been destroyed, or at least rendered immobile. Would an advanced alien race be able to distinguish between an inanimate probe and a crewed spacecraft? And yet humanity had to do something, or so the news pundits said.
The shock jocks swung into gear, demanding action. Precisely what action was needed wasn’t relevant. Action was required regardless, and soon they whipped the docile public into a frenzy.
When it became apparent that humanity could barely leave a near-Earth orbit to greet the alien spacecraft, Conservatives blamed the Liberals for failing to invest more in NASA, while the Liberals blamed the Conservatives for burgeoning military spending crippling the economy. Space Force was a space farce. The only thing either side of politics could agree on was that someone was to blame for the inability to meet this alien craft beyond Earth’s orbit.
For some obscure reason, a cold war mentality thrived. A spacecraft orbiting over someone’s roof was scary. The aliens, it seemed, were a revival of the old Soviet regime. The Evil Empire was sending Sputnik overhead once again. If only we could have intercepted them beyond the Moon, the armchair critics said, then everything would be different. Nothing would be different, but no one stopped to consider that and the planet moved onto a war footing. The invasion was coming.
There was no reason for the hysteria, of course, and there were plenty of scientists that protested against the growing madness, but for hundreds of thousands of years humanity had thrived on tribal warfare, so it seemed only prudent to prepare for a fight.
Professor James Mackenzie was the head of SETI. Being a non-government organization, SETI was commissioned by the UN to represent humanity. The Russians complained, the Chinese protested, but SETI was independent, representing scientific concerns, and so it was agreed Professor Mackenzie would be the first person to make contact with the alien creatures when they made landfall.
To everyone’s surprise, the craft took up a geosynchronous orbit over an empty patch of ocean in the Pacific, almost a thousand miles west of the Galapagos, on a line of longitude that intersected the western tip of the United States. NASA sent up an Orion spacecraft with a few sacrificial lambs, but the massive craft ignored all attempts at contact. Frustrated, NASA sent up a second and a third craft, but the alien spaceship ignored all signals. The Russians and Chinese tried as well, but the aliens rebuffed any attempt at approach, using invisible shields to force these craft into higher orbits, repelling them as though with a magnet.
Three weeks passed. Although humanity was on edge, it seemed the craft was not hostile. As with the other planets, the UFO seemed intent on observing passively from a distance, although it was staring largely at the empty ocean. At the start of the fourth week, a small craft detached from the mother ship. The media went into a tail spin as the craft slowly descended into a low-Earth orbit. The alien shuttle approached the International Space Station briefly before breaching the atmosphere out over the Atlantic, coming in like a fiery meteorite.
The world held its breath.
The alien craft was allowed to descend unhindered, with air traffic across the United States grounded. To everyone’s surprise, the aliens descended on the Malheur National Forest in Oregon.
Oregon?
Weren’t they supposed to go to the White House?
Professor Mackenzie was dispatched by helicopter to meet with the aliens.
“What do we know about this area?” he asked over the radio as his chopper descended into a mist laden valley.
A disembodied voice answered from a brightly lit control room hundreds of miles away.
“It’s a nondescript forest, but it is home to the single largest organism in the world, a subterranean fungus that spreads through the forest floor, spanning over two thousand acres.”
“So they’re hunting for truffles,” the professor replied sarcastically.  
The helicopter landed on a firebreak a few miles from the alien shuttle. The extraterrestrial craft was easily the size of a football stadium, hovering above the trees in the distance.
A squad of US Army Rangers led the professor on foot over the hills. They were unarmed and the professor figured, rather than being there for his protection, they were there to ensure he didn’t get lost. As the team approached the silver craft with its sleek lines, the soldiers hung back, allowing the professor to approach the alien creatures alone. Dozens of blob-like aliens moved around in the woods, their gelatinous bodies wobbling as they consumed plants and rubbed up against the bark of trees, sampling our world. The aliens ignored him, allowing him to come within a few feet of them as they squished and sloshed over ferns and fallen branches.
“I come in peace,” the professor said. It was corny, and he knew it, but he was nervous, that was all he could think of to say.
“We have come to commune,” one of the creatures replied, speaking from a jellied hole wobbling roughly where its mouth might be were it human.
Mackenzie stepped back. He hadn’t actually expected a response and wasn’t sure quite what to say in reply.
“You speak English.” 
“So do you.” The blob morphed into a human form, although without clothing or skin. How it spoke wasn’t apparent as it didn’t appear to breathe. Its mouth was little more than a pit in a rough mold that formed a loose approximation of a head. “English seemed the most appropriate form for communication with you. Would you prefer some other mode of interaction? I am versatile in all your languages and can supplement audio with verbal clues and hormonally-induced smells you would be accustomed to if that would help put you at ease.”
“Ah, English is fine.” The professor was genuinely surprised by how easy it was to converse with an alien intelligence from beyond the furthest reaches of the Solar System.
“We have finished our commune,” the creature said. “We will leave now.”
“Leave? But you only just got here. Surely, there is much we need to discuss. There’s so much we could learn from you.”
“Us?” the creature replied. “What could you learn from us?”
“You can traverse the stars. We can barely make it to our own moon.”
“The stars don’t hold the answers you seek.”
The professor was confused.
“You should be listening to Armillaria ostoyae.” The creature appeared to look down at its gelatinous approximation of feet as it continued. “He really doesn’t know does he? Are they all like this?”
“Sorry?” the professor asked, suddenly realizing the creature was referring to a third-party in the conversation, one that was neither human nor alien.
“These great entities,” the blob replied, stretching out arms that looked vaguely human as they dripped with goo in some bizarre attempt at replicating body language. “They are thousands of orbits in age, having circled your star far longer than your civilization has existed. They have amassed a wealth of knowledge, much of which you choose to ignore with your brief lifespans.”
“Fungi?” The professor raised an eyebrow in surprise. Furrows lined his brow. “You’re talking about the fungi beneath our feet?”
“These fungi as you call them, have a sentience beyond anything you can imagine. You move too fast. Your minds are akin to electrons clouding a nucleus. Your attention span is measured from seconds to minutes, perhaps a few hours at best. But they know. Their thoughts take entire orbits to complete. Oh, what wisdom they have. They see you and mourn what has become, but we relish our contact with such an astonishing intelligence on your world.”
“But…”
The professor was at a loss for words.
“You see with your eyes, but you are blind.” the blob said. “You hear with these organs on the sides of your skull, but you fail to listen. Your world is alive, but you seek only to advance your own. You think, but you don’t consider. Just because one is solitary, just because one doesn’t speak as you do, you think it’s dumb. You’re mobile, you have mastery of your environment, you speak so rapidly you only ever answer yourselves. You assume you’re alone. And you are alone because you fail to hear the call of life around you.”
Professor Mackenzie suddenly became aware of the other blob-like creatures being drawn up into the air, returning to their shuttle.
“We have learned much,” the creature said, lifting a few feet off the ground. “We will take our learning with us and will grow as we return to the stars. You? You’re schizophrenic, only ever talking to yourself when there’s so much to learn right here around you.”
The professor stood there stunned.
Rather than looking up at the sight of the alien creatures disappearing into their majestic spacecraft, his eyes cast down at the mud and grime, looking at the roots and leaves scattered across the ground, wondering just how much he had to learn.
The End
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Tubes
Whoosh went the tube.
Nancy left her hand resting on the cold sheet metal pipe. She loved feeling the slight tremor as a dispatch shot up from her desk. The pipe carrying her article, carefully rolled up and placed inside a specially designed tube, curved across the ceiling before joining a network of other pipes disappearing into the far wall. Using touch and sound alone, she could track the motion of the tiny pod as it whizzed away from her out of sight, carrying her proof to the typesetters. There was something strangely satisfying about the finality of a pneumatic tube: the job was done.
Her phone rang. An electric solenoid caused a tiny hammer to rebound between two bells, sending out a cacophony of noise and making her flinch slightly. Nancy picked up her headset, slipped the steel band over her hair and positioned the black Bakelite conical speaker over her ear.
“Have we still got time to make the late edition?” a disembodied voice asked. Like all telephonic voices, Kurt Nobody’s drawl sounded tinny.
Kurt Nobody was the lead reporter for the paper and often joked about how his surname was an automatic conversation starter. In his words, Nobody was a name somebody had to have. Anybody could have had it, but nobody did, nobody outside of his family, that is, as his surname was a transliteration from Cyrillic Hoбoдy.
Nobody’s father, on immigrating from Kazakhstan, hadn’t understood enough English to realize that nobody in the US had the surname Nobody—and with good reason. The confusion it caused Kurt in college, when getting his driver’s license and while applying for a passport left him on the verge of changing it, but nobody offered him a good alternative to Nobody.
Nancy asked Kurt Nobody, “Have you got something good?”
“Good is a matter of perspective,” Kurt replied. “Good for us, but not for the poor Joe that died because his wedding ring got caught in an elevator door.”
“Caught?”
“Yeah, sandwiched between the two steel doors as they closed. Then the lift went down but he didn’t.”
Nancy had a sharpened pencil at the ready. She began writing in shorthand, scratching seemingly illegible notes as Kurt spoke. To the untrained eye, her scribble held no more meaning than hieroglyphics, but every detail she heard was captured. 
Whoosh went another tube beside her. Nancy paid no attention to the pneumatics. She was too focused on Kurt and his story.
Kurt was always telling stories. Some of them were true, some of them weren’t. Nancy could never tell, but if he was calling this in on his first day in the field, then it had to be true, didn’t it?
She thought his tale was true, but really, what did it matter? No story was ever entirely true. There were always details that had been missed, perspectives overlooked and at least one cognitive bias introduced. All stories were fiction when you thought about it. Unless you were there, you never really knew what had been added, what had been omitted, what had been embellished. And what did it matter? Whether true or not, the purpose of news stories was to tickle the intellect, to satisfy the human urge to know. Curiosity kills more than cats.
“What did his wife say?”
“His wife?” Kurt’s tinny voice asked in reply over the phone. “She doesn’t know yet. It only just happened.”
“Call her up. Get a statement,” Nancy barked. She had no regard—no compassion. The news came first. People had to know. Papers had to sell.
“What? Really?” Kurt asked, and for a brief moment Nancy felt a pang of guilt, but only for a split second. Nancy prided herself on her professionalism. Morals are nothing if not subjective, and that night she sold her soul with less regard than a prostitute.
“Tell her you’re Captain Finn from the Police Department. Say you have some sad news. Tell me what she says.”
The line went silent.
“Kurt?”
She could hear breathing, so she knew he was still on the line. After a second or two, Kurt sighed and said, “Okay. Gimme a few minutes.”
And with that the line went dead, as dead as that poor man squashed on the ceiling of an elevator as it descended into the basement.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
~~~
Well over a sextillion miles away, on Arctrixmatria, cold eyes watched as the tube beside Nancy rattled. Whoosh went another story posted by some other reporter. As for Nancy, she sat there drumming her fingers, waiting impatiently for more details, itching to type up the story, willing Kurt to call her back. Her fingers rested on the typewriter keys like a race car driver in pole position waiting for the lights.
Arctrixmatria was a beautiful planet.
Tall spires reached up tens of thousands of feet within the cities, puncturing thin clouds drifting through the poisonous atmosphere. Oceans of liquid methane, dark and black, lapped at the shore under a gentle wind. Cyanide renewed life rather than extinguishing it on this topsy-turvy world.
The trees were short, no bigger than shrubs on Earth, but they were distinguishable from Arctrixmatrian shrubs by their shape. Their conical points gave them the appearance of a miniature pine forest never reaching above waist height. Black leaves absorbed radiation from the dim white dwarf star the Arcs called their sun. There was no grass, but the microbial diversity in the soil exceeded that on ten thousand other habitable worlds visited by the Arcs.
The Arcs loved Earth the way Earthlings love dead celebrities. There was an air of nostalgia, a fascination with an ill-conceived golden age. No age was golden if you lived through it. Arcs understood that because they could see in four dimensions rather than three. Even so, their fascination with Earth was intense, beyond anything they’d experienced on any other world. The reason was simple. Earthlings lived linear lives. There was a start and an end: birth and death. In between these two consummate events, humans ignored reality, pretending that neither birth nor death ever really applied to them personally. These notions existed only as some vague, abstract concept. These were events that happened to others, not to them. Instead, they surrounded themselves with trimmings and trappings as though the latest car, a fancy hat, or some tiny gadget unlocked the meaning of life.
As the Arcs could see through space-time, they enjoyed watching the breadth of human history from the building of the pyramids to the colonization of Titan. Humans were tool fabricators, they loved building things they could hold in their feeble hands, something the Arcs found quaint. In particular, Earthlings loved to stare at tiny screens, flicking their fingers across slick glass, playing with pretend jewels that were nothing more than images made up of light. They treated this as a form of escape. For considerable time, the Arcs found it difficult to distinguish between humans, cats and ravens as they all had a penchant for becoming distracted by shiny things. Their distinct body shapes were a giveaway, but at a psychic level, they were almost indistinguishable.
Arcs saw life for what it was, a spectrum of experience. Rather than being stuck in the moment, creeping forward like an inchworm in the grass seeing only the next tall green blade, Arcs soared on high like an eagle. They could see a young boy chasing a bouncing ball through a meadow, his feet pounding on the fresh dew. They could see that for all the worm’s efforts to conquer the next grassy stem and achieve a milestone in life, that excited child would grind the poor creature underfoot without so much as a glimmer of realization.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
~~~
“What did she say?” Nancy asked as the Arcs watched from afar. Nancy was climbing a blade of grass.
“She was crushed,” Kurt replied. There was a hint of resignation in his voice, one that even Nancy couldn’t ignore. He seemed to regret his choice of words the instant they slipped from his lips, realizing how they echoed the very way the man died. “Ah... and she confirmed both his name and hers, and that they were married.”
“And?” Nancy asked.
Kurt sighed.
“And she’s six months pregnant. One minute she’s happily married, the next there’s a phone call and BANG! She’s a widow. How does that happen? How can life be so good one moment and so cruel the next? And in three months time, a kid is going to be born that will never know its father.”
Nancy didn’t answer. She barely batted an eyelid. She couldn’t see how easily this could have been her. The Arcs did. They knew she’d go home tonight and forget about the widow crying in anguish, turning off that saga like a light switch in the hall.
Nancy always got home before her husband. Meatloaf—that’s what they were going to have for supper tonight. This morning, she left out a package of frozen ground beef to thaw. Nancy made the best meatloaf—her husband said so. The secret was a squirt of ketchup in the middle, giving the meat a slightly acidic taste after it was baked. When her husband came home, she’d greet him at the door with a kiss and they’d talk about a vacation in Florida. Nancy had never been to Florida. Florida was nice this time of year, even the Arcs knew that.
Like so much of humanity, Nancy was a contradiction. That contradiction intrigued the Arcs. Nancy was a nice girl. She cried when her girlfriend lost her job at the paper. She donated to the Red Cross and had even given blood. Once. Nancy wouldn’t hurt a fly.
“Did she say anything else?” Nancy asked Kurt Nobody.
“No.”
No wasn’t good enough. Nancy had a story to finish. Kurt needed to take his reporting seriously.
“She must have said something else,” Nancy said, pressing him for more detail.
After a few second’s silence, Kurt said, “She thanked me. She sobbed for a moment and then she thanked me for letting her know about her husband’s death.”
The surprise in his voice was apparent, but Nancy didn’t understand the gratitude in the poor woman’s response. The Arcs knew. Even the newly crowned widow didn’t understand the emotions welling up within her, but the Arcs understood—she was in shock, and shock renders the human mind like jelly. The poor woman had no idea what she should say to a strange voice telling her over the phone that her husband had died horribly in a freak accident, but society demands courtesy.
As Nancy typed up the story the Arcs watched and waited. That was the thing about seeing through time, knowing the future was never enough, Arcs needed to experience the moment as it happened. That was the only way to appreciate past, present and future. Like an art connoisseur studying gallery prints in a museum gift shop, they had to see the original to appreciate the workmanship. There was no substitute for being there.
The Arcs watched Earth for the same reason Earthlings read the newspaper: curiosity. Only the Arcs weren’t curious about events. They wanted to understand the breadth of human life. Like a gardener raising roses, they relished digging holes and pulling weeds, watching buds form and flowers bloom. One day, Nancy would bloom, but not today.
Whoosh went the story, rattling as it shot through the tubes. Nancy was pleased with herself. She’d made the deadline. She got up from her desk and got a fresh cup of coffee to celebrate.
~~~
Seeing in four dimensions was radically different from seeing in three. Smear tried to explain that to Billy Crusader and Dakota Monroe, but he doubted they’d understand.
Billy and Dakota were the latest exhibits in the Arctrixmatrian zoological gardens. They’d been snatched from their homes and whisked away to Arctrixmatria, a planet so distant it was not yet visible to human telescopes. Even if the scientists on Earth could have seen Arctrixmatria, they wouldn’t have known there was life there. From such a distance, methane would have been barely detectable in the atmosphere and astronomers would have assumed the planet was similar to Titan. Arctrixmatrian technology was such that it left none of the signatures SETI looked for in its search for extraterrestrial intelligence.
Smear was the name Dakota had given to one of the more friendly Arcs. If Dakota had to describe an Arc she would have said that at first glance it looked as though someone had left a musty leather boot sitting upside-down on an old plunger—the kind used for clearing a blocked toilet. Arcs were much bigger than that, of course, and far more dexterous, but their heads looked like a dismembered foot stuck on top of a thick pole, with crablike feet around the broad circular base. It was as though a boot had partially melted on the leg of a corpse.
Instead of hair on their heads, Arcs had toes. One big one on either the left or the right, depending on whether they were left or right footed, and then four more in descending size as they spread out across their upside-down foot-like head. There were no toenails, but there was an eye set where the bridge of the foot would have been. Dakota never asked about toe jam, although she had her suspicions.
Smear had a ruddy birthmark in the middle of his shin-like face, hence Dakota’s choice of name.
Dakota thought Smear was a cleaner at the zoo because he took care of the geodesic dome that protected them from a harsh environment that would have killed them in seconds. Neither Billy nor Dakota realized Smear was one of the directors at the zoo.
Smear desperately wanted Billy and Dakota to see the world of Arctrixmatria more clearly. The two humans thought they were in a prison, just animals on display at the zoo for a curious public. The reality was they were esteemed royalty, ambassadors representing the billions of Homo sapiens that swarmed over their home world. No expense was spared to make Billy and Dakota’s habitat a home. Their comfort was of paramount importance to the Arcs.
Billy was scrawny by Earth standards. His thin arms and pale complexion would have been described as sickly by a bodybuilder. His hair was neither brown nor black but some nondescript shade in between.
Dakota wasn’t originally a Monroe. Her surname was actually Mondzadalia. According to Arc observations, she was the only person on Earth in that era with that last name. Looking through time, they could see the precise moment she’d changed her name to Monroe, but they didn’t understand why. There was an argument for convenience in contracting such a long name into something shorter, but aesthetically there wasn’t any appeal to the Arcs. Nothing else about her changed so why change her name, and what was in a name? Well, in Hollywood, everything. But for the rest of the known universe there was nothing significant about someone’s last name.
Dakota was beautiful by Earth standards, with long blonde hair and azure blue eyes. Her full bust was apparently important for mating, or so the Arcs perceived from their observations, although they couldn’t discern any conceivable biological advantage her large breasts gave her over any other more modestly adorned woman.
When they first arrived, Billy and Dakota insisted on being clothed, but the Arcs had no conceptual awareness of clothing and took those flimsy garments from them. As the zoo habitat was warm, what need was there for a shirt or shorts? Initially, the two humans were self-conscious of their kidnappers, but modesty soon gave way to practicality. Walking around with one hand covering the crotch all day simply wasn’t sustainable. Billy didn’t mind being naked, but Dakota hated it.
The Arcs thought both Billy and Dakota were beautiful, but then Arcs judged beauty by the entire breadth of a person’s life, not the arrangement of their features at a fleeting point in time.
Speaking to humans was hard for Arcs. Condensing the immensity of their thoughts into a single string of words spoken sequentially was nigh impossible. Still, for Billy and Dakota’s sake they made the effort. A device not dissimilar to an electrically powered pipe organ had been set up inside the dome to allow the Arcs to approximate speech with the humans.
“Are you?” Smear asked Dakota. He’d meant to ask, ‘Are you comfortable?’ but speaking in three dimensions while living in four was never easy. Comfortable would come out later.
Dakota had coined the name Smear for the director because his birthmark made him quite distinct in a crowd of Arcs. Billy and Dakota had trouble distinguishing one Arctrixmatrian from another, let alone distinguishing between their five different sexes, but Smear always stood out.
Much to the surprise of the Arcs when they first discovered Earth, humans had appendages called feet that looked surprisingly like baby Arcs attached to their knees. This bizarre example of celestial convergent evolution had taken the Arcs by surprise. From the perspective of an Earthling, the body of an Arc was comprised of a bunch of claws circling the base of a giant dismembered foot some eight to ten feet in height. Arc heads looked like what humans would call a sole, while their arms looked like outstretched toes coming out of the top of their heads.
Arcs had a single eye, which made depth perception difficult. Like any intelligent species, the Arcs had their quirks. On those occasions when they blinked or clapped, they appeared to be flexing their toes. To Billy Crusader and Dakota Monroe, an Arctrixmatrian display of friendship or applause looked like a sea of feet raised in defiance. It was as though an entire audience was playing ‘Dead Ants,’ lying on their backs with their legs in the air, shaking them around. 
“Happy?” Dakota asked, trying to guess what Smear had asked of her. “No, I’m not happy.”
Smear blinked, squeezing his toes into an upside-down ball-like foot. Dakota shook her head in frustration.
The Arctrixmatrian Director of Operations at the zoo opened his massive foot, relaxing. He was struggling to understand why Dakota Monroe wasn’t happy. Wasn’t this the adventure of a lifetime? Wasn’t this the greatest privilege that could ever be bestowed upon her? How many other humans from her world would ever journey to the stars?
~~~
Back on Earth, Kurt Nobody walked into the Chicago newsroom, past the pipes that carried tubes around the building, across the street to the printer’s office, and to various other nearby departments. He seemed curious about the tubes and their cryptic contents rushing past.
Whoosh went another sealed canister, zipping along unseen through the metal pipes, rattling as it shot along.
“Hey,” Nancy said. “Good job.”
The look on Kurt’s face suggested he didn’t agree. It wasn’t that he looked sad or angry. If Nancy had to describe his mood, she would have called it resigned.
“What did it look like?” she asked.
“It?”
“Him. You know. The guy in the elevator.”
Nancy was eating a Three Musketeers candy bar. The chocolate had melted, but the sugar buzz worked all the same. She chewed on the candy bar, trying to clear the sticky goo from the molars at the back of her mouth with her tongue.
“Did you see him?” she asked, talking with her mouth full. “What was left of him?”
Kurt looked tired. He told her what he’d seen, not sparing any details. His eyes darted back and forth between Nancy and her desk as he spoke. It took her a moment to realize he was expecting her to take notes, but the story had already gone out. She was just curious.
“Did it bother you?” she asked.
“Heck no, Nancy,” Kurt said. “I saw a lot worse in the Second World War.”
For a moment, the two of them were united in their macabre fascination about the tragedy that had befallen their fellow sojourner on that rather small lump of mostly molten rock swinging around a particularly dull, ordinary star in one of hundreds of billions of seemingly indistinct galaxies within the universe. They could have been talking about baseball. Nancy could see that her enthusiasm swept Kurt along, breaking him out of his lethargy. That was good, she thought. He was taking this too seriously. After all, it was only news.
On Arctrixmatria, they sighed and waited.
Whoosh went another tube.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.




Miracles
For Arcs, the most fascinating thing about Homo sapiens was their insistence on seeing their world as static. There was a status quo that humans embraced, but it was an illusion of their own making. They’d go to work five days a week and then relax on the weekend. Perhaps they’d take the kids to play sports or mow the lawn, and then another week would begin, just like the previous one. Humanity was blissfully unaware of reality.
During most weeks, those in the so-called western world would travel anywhere from fifty to a hundred miles going to and from work, or to the grocery store, or out to watch a movie. In that same time, their world was anything but stationary, carrying them eleven million miles through space while they orbited a tiny star on the leading edge of a spiral arm within their modest-sized galaxy.
In the same manner, the Local Group of galaxies in which Earth was cradled by the Milky Way thundered through an astonishing 225 million miles of space while Earthlings complained about the price of gasoline and sought better mileage from their Prius Hybrids.
But the illusion didn’t stop there, the Arcs knew. Humans were ignorant of the complex biological processes that sustained their own lives. With each breath, millions of cells died so they could go on living. Smear tried to explain this biological contradiction to Dakota one day, but Dakota wouldn’t listen.
“I want to go home,” she said, standing in the geodesic dome on Arctrixmatria.
“Home?” Smear asked, telepathically activating the pipe organ vocalizer in her cage. “You are home.”
The enclosure spanned sixty feet in diameter with a curved dome reaching up thirty feet at its highest point. There was no privacy. The toilet and shower were located at the back of the dome, but that meant nothing. In practice, there was no back of the dome—that reference only existed in her mind because she thought of the living room as facing forward. In reality, Arcs encircled the entire dome in a swarm during the day. The bedroom wasn’t a room as such, being sectioned off from the kitchenette and the sunken living room by nothing more than a couple of steps. If anything, the bedroom afforded the Arcs their best view of her and Billy Crusader.
“No, I’m not home,” Dakota protested. Tears flooded her eyes. “I want to go home. To my home. Back on Earth.”
“Home is,” Smear began, but as usual, Dakota would have to wait for his reply. Where the heart is, she thought, finishing the cliché in her head. Her heart lay trillions upon trillions of miles away in Southern California. And being telepathic, Smear heard that thought. That wasn’t what he was going to say at all. Deciding what home was required considerable mental effort for an Arc. Home wasn’t a subject to be taken lightly.
The zoological gardens had closed for the day, with just a few administrators like Smear staying into the Arctrixmatrian night. Dusk had given way to early evening. A globular cluster rose above the buildings of the distant city. Tens of thousands of tiny stars twinkled in an area of the sky barely larger than the Moon as seen from Earth.
Arctrixmatria was almost a third larger than Earth, but lacked Earth’s density, giving the planet roughly the same gravity.
The zoo on Arctrixmatria was located in the upper latitudes of the planet. This meant the 64 hour day on Arctrixmatria translated into absurd extremes that were disastrous to the circadian rhythms of Earthlings.
Billy and Dakota first arrived on Arctrixmatria in the northern summer and were subjected to 63 hours of glaring brightness followed by an hour of dusk before another day dawned. The Arcs quickly realized their prize exhibits would go crazy if they were subjected to such sleep deprivation, so they arranged for a crane to lower a cover over the dome to simulate night. This led to the misconception that humans were lazy, sleeping most of the Arctrixmatrian day. To most Arcs, humans were cats.
Over time, the geodesic dome was upgraded with electro-luminous glass that could simulate day and night on command.
On Arctrixmatria, each year lasted 22 months, making the seasons extremely long by human standards.
It was autumn on Arctrixmatria, with daylight stretching to 32 hours, giving the humans two naturally lit days before their artificial lighting kicked in. By the time the winter solstice arrived, they’d have up to 63 hours of darkness, with their broad spectrum lights providing a rough approximation of daylight every 12 hours. Dakota, though, didn’t mind winter. Methane snow was beautiful. It glistened like a thousand rainbows when it caught the lights. Arcs loved winter. It was the one time of year they were more interested in playing in the park beyond the human enclosure than staring at her naked body like peep show voyeurs. Dakota savored the Arcs shifting focus, and she would often sit there watching with amusement as they played in the distance.
On those occasions where their need for night aligned with the Arctrixmatrian night, the nearby globular cluster would arise as dusk fell. Dakota thought the stars looked like diamonds scattered on black velvet.
Like all celestial objects when observed from the perspective of Homo sapiens, the stars within the globular cluster appeared static, almost painted on the sky. Gravity caused the stars within the cluster to dance the Samba with each other, but over the span of a human lifetime, nothing appeared to change. 
As beautiful as the cluster was, what took Dakota’s breath away was the wispy nebula, visible at this time of the year only in the darkest hours before the Arctrixmatrian dawn. She’d first seen the nebula in spring the previous year, but with her eyes still adjusting to the light, its full majesty wasn’t apparent to her until she’d woken during a winter night roughly four months later.
Dark chocolate brown clouds billowed through space, peppered with stars in the foreground, but it was the expanding bubble of superheated hydrogen encroaching on the nebula that gave the clouds their rainbow of hues. Like the oily film on a soap bubble, the nebula had an astonishing array of colors, from blues and greens to golden yellows and ruddy red hues.
To Dakota, it looked as though the nebula was close to Arctrixmatria. The billowing clouds were easily twenty times larger than the full Moon. Smear assured her the wispy clouds were well over a hundred light years away, spanning almost twenty light years in length, breadth and depth, but some nights she felt as though she could reach out and touch them.
Dakota never tired of the nebula, but still she pined for the starry skies of Nevada where, in violent opposition to her first name, she’d been raised. As beautiful as the nebula and the globular cluster were, Dakota longed to see the familiar constellations of Orion and the Pleiades.
It was no wonder the Arcs explored the heavens, she thought. The globular cluster and vast chocolate nebula called to them from the sky, a siren song luring them into space to explore their wonders. Smear agreed, although he never told her so.
Several hours had passed since night had fallen. Billy was asleep. Dakota was pretending to be asleep.
She and Billy had just made love and although they’d only rolled apart a few minutes ago, Billy was already starting to snore softly.
Dakota didn’t mind Billy’s snoring. It wasn’t obnoxious or in any way annoying. She found Billy’s light wheeze strangely comforting, something distinctly human in the midst of the madness of an Arctrixmatrian zoo. She could pretend she was asleep for Billy’s sake, but she couldn’t fool Smear. He could read the alpha/beta waves bouncing around inside her skull. He knew she was still awake. Perhaps she was trying to get to sleep, but Smear could tell it would be a while before she reached the delta waves of deep sleep. He was determined to finish his definition of home.
As he cleaned the glass windows on the geodesic dome, Smear looked up at the globular cluster and finally said, “Somewhere you can be safe.” For him, that’s what home meant.
Dakota opened her eyes for the first time in almost an hour.
Dakota Monroe was in the habit of making love with her eyes shut, but not because she didn’t find Billy attractive. She didn’t, but that wasn’t the point. They’d been thrust together in this alien zoo like pandas caught in the wild, expected to mate on demand.
Sex was more than a biological impulse to Dakota Monroe, more than an imperative. Romance demanded more than mere instinctive responses to a physical urge. For Dakota, there was a sense of longing, a desire to feel loved beyond just her sensuous body. She wasn’t sure what Billy felt, but for her there was a need to feel love at a psychic level. She had to block out the distraction of being on the other side of the universe. She had to block out the Arcs observing their passionate thrusting motions with befuddlement. Dakota had to pretend she was back on Earth, lying in bed with a B-grade movie star stud on a cheap Hollywood set. That was the only way she could find release. Smear understood there was no love back there in the Californian foothills, but for humans, nostalgia and love were easily interchangeable.
Dakota sat up on the edge of the bed.
Billy snorted.
“Safe? What makes you say that?” Dakota asked quietly, her voice barely a whisper.
She got up and went to the bathroom.
Sitting there beneath the globular cluster, she had to admit that the skies of Arctrixmatria were beautiful beyond compare.
Dakota walked down the two steps into their sunken living room. She wanted to wrap a dressing gown around herself, but not because it was cold. It wasn’t. The Arcs ensured the temperature within their enclosure was always balmy. Her desire to be dressed stemmed from habit. One of the few demands the Arcs made of Billy and Dakota was that they remained naked at all times.
Clothing was an affront to the Arcs. They couldn’t understand the human desire to cover themselves. Arcs had observed such Earthling swimwear as speedos and bikinis and decided these scant strips of cloth were evidence of the absurdity of human clothing in general. These were token gestures of modesty. A business suit or formal ball dress was just silly and overly pretentious to the Arcs. They couldn’t understand how human society thrived with such a level of hypocrisy and pretense. Why the facade?
Dakota Monroe didn’t agree and she told them so. Clothing was an opportunity to present oneself in a different context in life. Being naked was more than a physical state for humans. There were emotional considerations and she hated being on display all the time, naked in front of the Arcs. There was no relief, no respite, no chance to retreat and recharge, but the Arcs didn’t listen. They heard her thoughts and felt the whirlwind-like intensity of her emotional outbursts, but they didn’t agree.
Dakota sat on the couch.
Smear listened to her. He was the only one that did, but there was little he could do. Smear was constrained by the edicts of the Arctrixmatrian scientists who had chosen Billy and Dakota for study. He was responsible for their comfort and well-being, but only within certain limits.
“Home is somewhere you can be safe,” Smear repeated, tying the two concepts together for Dakota. Humans needed simple connections or they tended to go off on tangents.
“You think this is my home?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
“You’re safe here,” he said, speaking softly through the pipe organ in their enclosure, mimicking her volume to avoid waking Billy.
“I was safe on Earth,” Dakota said defiantly.
“Were you?”
Smear’s words took her by surprise. Of course she was safe in her home in sunny California.
Dakota thought she could feel Smear reading her mind. She couldn’t, it was just her imagination. Although she couldn’t actually feel him probe her mind, he read her thoughts just the same. As a courtesy to her, though, Smear only responded to those thoughts she spoke aloud.
“I was safe in my home,” she said, remembering the eight foot cinder block wall encircling her property and the iron bars on the windows. Was she safe only because she was protected from intrusion? Were those iron bars an admission of failure in themselves? An admission that she wasn’t safe at all?
“I was safe at work.”
Thinking about it, she realized work only provided an illusion of safety. She wasn’t safe there either. She was exploited. Dakota may not have been physically in danger, but her dignity was violated, and what’s more, she encouraged it. Oh, she didn’t like the leering of producers and other hangers-on in the director’s office. Kissing and fondling for the cameras was odious, but you’d never know that by the way she smiled beneath the bright lights. She was happy to flirt and encourage the notion she enjoyed any and all attention.
Money.
Was that what made her safe?
“I was safe,” she insisted a third time, but she was unable to add a qualifier. Was Smear right? Was Arctrixmatria the first place Dakota Monroe could truly be safe? She looked at her trembling hands.
“I’m afraid, Smear.”
“Of what?” the imposing alien creature asked with tenderness in his pseudo voice. “You’re safe here.”
“I’m afraid of dying.”
Smear was silent.
“I’m afraid I’m going to die here on Arctrixmatria and never see Earth again.”
“Everyone dies,” Smear said. “No one wants to, but everyone does, in every species we’ve ever encountered. But it’s not dying you should be afraid of.”
Dakota had tears in her eyes. She sniffled, saying, “No? Then what should I be afraid of in this safe house on Arctrixmatria?”
Smear concentrated, focusing on the present, determined not to drift off into views of the past or the future. He understood how important this was to Dakota and he wanted to complete his train of thought for her. Smear liked Dakota. He wanted her to understand.
“You should be afraid of the one thing every intelligent creature fears.”
“And what’s that?” Dakota asked, wiping her eyes as she sat there naked on the couch.
“Not having lived.”
Dakota heard a soft rustle behind her as Billy rolled over on the bed, which was not more than ten feet away, clutching at his pillow for comfort. Looking at him, she knew Smear was right.
Dakota Monroe loved Billy Crusader, but not because he swept her off her feet. And not for the corollary either, because there was no one else to love on Arctrixmatria. She loved Billy because she had to live her life to the fullest, in spite of the glass prison that surrounded her. If Arcs could smile, she was sure Smear was smiling. She knew he was reading her mind.
“Life is a miracle few appreciate,” Smear continued softly. “With every breath you take, millions of your blood cells die, and that’s entirely natural. You think of yourself as a single entity, but you’re not—you’re a composite creature, made up of trillions of individual living cells and a whole host of other living organisms far smaller than you could ever see.
“Life is a privilege beyond compare, Dakota. There are hundreds of billions of stars in our galaxy, and there are hundreds of billions of galaxies beyond. Just a single star among these contains enough material to form your body trillions upon trillions of times, and yet it never will. These arms, these legs, this magnificent body you have, eyes that see, ears that hear, a mind that thinks, they’re miraculous. Among the desolate excesses of a universe filled with a septillion lifeless stars, your intelligence shines brighter than any supernova.”
Dakota smiled, but not from happiness.
Dakota Monroe smiled because she understood.




Seeds
Arcs loved the big moments in the history of Homo sapiens, but the points they considered to be the turning of the tide in human affairs were never recognized as such by humanity. Rather than being the domain of kings and warriors, the Arcs knew that big changes came from little people.
Napoleon, Roosevelt, and the likes of Martin Luther were important, but they were of lesser importance to the Arcs. The true heroes of human progress were ordinary people like Dr. John Snow and Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis, people with unusual names overlooked by the history books.
On Earth, these men may have been obscure historical figures, but on Arctrixmatria they were lauded as visionaries. The Arcs called them Snowballs, largely as a play on the name John Snow. Most humans in the 21st century equated John Snow to a fictional character in a make-believe world of swords and dragons. They were oblivious of the real man that lived hundreds of years before them, who shaped their future with his piercing insights. When a deadly outbreak of cholera threatened to consume London, the real John Snow saw something entirely unique. He refused to accept the superstitions of his day and saw a pattern.
John Snow defied the understanding of his peers, seeing a single water pump on a street corner as the source of the outbreak. After convincing the local council to remove the handle, much to the disgust of residents, the disease abated. But human nature is nothing if not shortsighted and the passion of scorned humans to trend toward stupidity should never be underestimated. After seeing clear evidence of the link between the epidemic and the water pump, less than a year later, the handle was returned, along with misery and suffering. Eventually, common sense prevailed over stupidity and the handle was once again removed.
The Arcs understood John Snow. They felt he was more Arctrixmatrian than human.
In the 1800s, Ignaz Semmelweis saw thousands of patients die after first-year medical students treated them. No amount of Hippocratic oaths could hold back the swarms of microbes these students carried after studying autopsies in the mortuary. The women Dr. Semmelweis cared for in his maternity ward died at horrific rates shortly after the students cared for them—year after year. Like John Snow, Ignaz refused to accept the way things were. To the indignation of the medical council, he demanded his students wash their hands. Outrageous. Such arrogance, they said. How could he demand hygiene? Who did Ignaz think he was? How absurd was it to claim there was some unseen, invisible agent of death on their hands? 
When Dr. Semmelweis suggested all doctors should wash their hands in slightly chlorinated water the medical council said he was accusing them of manslaughter through negligence. That he saved thousands of lives with his measures was immaterial. Ignaz was an affront to the medical community and they hounded him, driving him into an insane asylum, but the Arcs knew. The Arcs understood. The Arcs honored Ignaz when his own people wouldn’t.
Within a hundred years, the work of John Snow and Ignaz Semmelweis would transform the human world, though few would realize the opposition they faced during their lifetime. Billions would benefit from the indignation they suffered. To the Arcs, they were heroes.
Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis may have died in a mental institution, but the Arcs considered him one of the few sane people on the planet at that time. Just a few years later, hundreds of thousands of people would die in the American Civil War, but not from bullet wounds or bomb blasts, from tiny infections that could have been prevented had anyone listened to Dr. Semmelweis.
The Arcs struggled to understand how General Patton could be better known than Edward Jenner or Elizabeth and Emily Blackwell. Why was it human younglings pointed fingers at each other, pretending to shoot one another? Instead of pretending to kill each other, they could mimic those that saved millions of lives from being cut tragically short. Why not play-act with a pretend syringe instead of a gun?
“Stand,” said Smear. “And watch.”
Dakota got to her feet as Smear constructed a vision of Earth as it had once been, hoping not only that this would help her understand but that it would also help his four-dimensional thinking crystalize. Although she knew she was still on Arctrixmatria in her customized geodesic dome, Dakota felt as though she’d been whisked away across the universe, propelled through spacetime at superluminal speeds to stand on another world.
She ran her fingers over the tall grass in front of her, feeling the soft blades bending beneath her fingertips. The wind caught her hair, blowing blond strands behind her. The sun felt hot on her skin.
A foul stench filled her nostrils and she struggled not to believe she had actually been transported from Arctrixmatria back to Earth. With the sun on her back, she stepped forward, following a beaten path through the dry grass.
“See,” Smear whispered inside her mind.
A young man lay in the shade of a small tree.
Dakota walked up to him, but he ignored her. She was invisible to him. Dakota had to remind herself that she wasn’t actually there. Smear was showing her something he wanted her to understand.
“Curse you, Ursa!” the man called out. He looked around, staring through Dakota at someone else coming down the track behind her.
Dakota jumped to one side as a woman roughly her own age came into the clearing. Dakota needn’t have moved. The woman would have walked straight through her as though she were a ghost. Perhaps in some ways she was.
Ursa had soft, brown skin. Her dark hair was long and set in a braid, but one that looked more functional than beautiful. She wore a leather tunic unlike anything Dakota had ever seen. Instead of treated leather, this was raw animal hide with fine strands of fur still clinging to it. The tunic lay flat against the woman’s skin, following the contours of her body, giving her the appearance of a chimera—half woman, half animal.
“Oh, Arak,” Ursa said, kneeling next to him and holding a bowl of water out. “Please! You must drink.”
Arak pushed her away, spilling the water. The cut on his forearm was infected. Puss oozed from the sore. Angry red welts had formed further up on his shoulder, suggesting blood poisoning.
“You must let me—”
“Be gone from me, woman!” he yelled. Beads of perspiration formed on his brow. “You have done this to me! You and you alone. The gods are angry. They will kill you. They should. They must.”
Arak was delirious, refusing Ursa’s help as he kicked at the dust with his bare feet.
He pulled a stone knife on her, but Ursa’s reflexes were quicker. He struck out at her, slicing through the air, barely missing her cheek. Arak swept his arm around, trying to catch her with the sharpened blade but Ursa darted back a few feet, still crouching in the long grass as she faced him.
“No!” she begged. “I will help. Let me help you.”
“You did this to me!” he yelled, leaning forward and swinging with the knife again, but his efforts were futile. He could barely raise his one good arm. Arak fell forward into the dust, dropping the chiseled stone knife. For a moment, he lay still with his head in the dirt. Flies buzzed around him, settling on his infected arm.
Ursa kept her distance, moving warily to one side, staying out of reach.
Arak rolled over and stared up at the cloudless blue sky, mumbling over and over to himself, “You did this. It’s your fault. You—will—pay.”
Ursa wept as Arak died.
Dakota was deeply moved by what she had witnessed. She didn’t know what had happened to Arak, but Ursa loved him, that much was clear. She could understand Ursa’s grief.
“Why are you showing me this?” Dakota asked Smear.
“Because this is when you awake.” the Arc answered with a voice that trailed on the wind.
Dakota didn’t understand what Smear meant, but that was no surprise when it came to Arcs. She was sure he didn’t mean to speak in riddles. He probably thought he made perfect sense. Dakota found it difficult to relate to someone that saw the past, present and future as one might see the Colorado Rockies from a distance, taking in the entire panoramic vista all at once. Even though he was inside her mind, his reasoning was alien to her.
Several older men came running down the path, shouting at Ursa.
“You have killed him. You killed Arak!”
“No,” she pleaded. “I have done nothing.”
One of the men struck Ursa with the back of his hand, sending her reeling into the grass. Tiny flecks of husk and seeds swirled in the wind as she lay there crying on the ground.
“You have brought shame!” the other man yelled, spitting on her as she lay crumpled in the dust. Tears streaked her cheeks, leaving tracks running down her dirty face.
“You,” the first man bellowed. “You will pay.”
He grabbed Ursa before she could get to her feet and run. Seizing her roughly by the upper arm, the burly man dragged her through the grass. Ursa scrambled with her feet, trying to keep pace with him as he twisted her arm painfully.
“No, please,” she cried.
“Why are you showing this to me?” Dakota repeated, clearly distressed by the vision of Ursa being humiliated and hurt. Smear knew she was troubled by what she was witnessing, but he felt she needed to understand the origins of her species. As much as she didn’t want to watch, Dakota needed to see what would happen to Ursa. Dakota jogged after the big man as Ursa kept pace beside him with her head hung low.
“This is the beginning,” Smear said. “For your species, this moment marks the start of civilization. You are all children of this moment.”
“This?” Dakota asked, perplexed. She looked around, trying to grasp what Smear meant. She was surprised that the environment around her responded to her touch. She could feel the crushed grass beneath her feet, the sweltering sun on her face, the wind in her hair.
Dakota couldn’t see anything that even remotely resembled civilization.
“This,” Smear repeated.
Black smoke rose lazily from a campfire.
The big man dragged Ursa on, half lifting her off the ground with his iron grip. Ursa was much shorter than him and she struggled to keep up, her feet barely catching on the dusty ground. The burly man ignored her as she cried out in pain.
“Merk. What is happening?” one of the women next to the campfire yelled, hurrying over to Ursa.
“Arak is dead,” Merk announced, pushing Ursa roughly and throwing her to the ground. Ursa fell in a heap beside the fire.
A naked boy stood silently to one side.
Smear whispered. “See, he is the child. You are all her children. Understand?”
Dakota didn’t understand. The boy was stunned. Even he didn’t understand the correct response in this situation. Should he care for Ursa or cower in front of Merk? He remained still, frozen as though he were a statue. His arms hung limp by his sides. Dakota wasn’t sure about his age, but he couldn’t have been more than eight or nine.
“She must die!” Merk said.
“Don’t say that,” the older woman replied, taking Ursa and pulling her away. Another woman joined them, examining the red welt forming on Ursa’s upper arm.
“She should die to be with him,” Merk insisted, striking Ursa across the face with the back of his hand. Ursa reeled sideways. Murder haunted Merk’s eyes. He grabbed Ursa by the throat, his huge hands gripping her neck.
“Please, no!” the older woman yelled. She beat her hands feebly against Merk, but he refused to heed her pleas.
Ursa choked, gasping for breath.
A horn sounded, drifting through the trees.
Three men approached the camp, two of them carried a dead antelope between them on a pole.
Merk snarled, letting out a huff as he threw Ursa to the dust. Even after he’d let her go, Ursa struggled to breathe. She knelt on all fours, leaning forward and coughing, choking as she fought for air.
Merk kicked her, knocking her on her side before turning to greet the returning hunters. A couple of scruffy dogs barked, racing around the men, excited by the kill.
What had looked like three men returning from a hunt was one man accompanied by two teenaged boys. All three were as scrawny as Arak. Merk was the only one in the tribe that had any physical size. 
“What did she do?” Dakota asked of her invisible guide, knowing Smear was observing her as she watched these events unfold.
“What women have always done to deserve such treatment,” the Arctrixmatrian curator said softly.
Dakota spun around, unable to shake the feeling he was peering over her shoulder. She wanted to see him. She wanted an answer, not a riddle. The answer came, but it wasn’t what she expected.
“Nothing.”
“But—” Dakota began to protest, wanting more by way of explanation. At that moment, the young boy ran through her to get to his mother. He passed through Dakota as though she was nothing but mist, a light fog on a brisk spring morning.
He threw his arms around Ursa’s waist and squeezed tight.
“My Mah. My Mah.”
Dakota understood. She had felt that way about her mother once. She remembered her own mother and the feeling of being wrapped in eternity in her arms. Whenever her mother hugged her, Dakota felt enclosed within castle walls. Nothing could hurt her. Try as the boy may, Dakota knew that in that moment he couldn’t get the assurance he craved. For him, the illusion of refuge had been shattered.
Ursa wept, running her hands through her son’s dark hair. A bruise formed beneath one of her eyes.
The other women gathered around. They reached out and touched at Ursa’s arms and back, wanting only to show their support, their sympathy, knowing what still lay ahead. Merk wasn’t finished with Ursa.
Ursa took the boy by the shoulders. She looked deep into his eyes, trying to compose herself, trying not to sob as she said, “Oh, my dear Voh. Don’t be like them. Promise me. Promise me you will never treat a woman like this.”
Ursa sniffed, repeating her admonition. “Not like this.”
“I won’t,” Voh said.
“One day you will grow up to be a man, just like them,” Ursa said, pointing at the men celebrating their hunt. “But you cannot live like them. You must not.”
The women surrounding the two of them whispered agreement, urging the young boy on with the admonition, “Promise.”
Tears ran down Voh’s cheeks as he swore to his mother.
“I promise.” His voice broke, barely carrying over the noise of the dogs barking in the background.
“When you grow up, dear Voh. Remember me. Remember this day. Remember your promise.”
“I will, my Mah,” the boy said in anguish. “I hate them! I never want to be like them. They’re mean. Stupid.”
Ursa pulled his head to her chest, holding him tight and giving him what little comfort she could. Dakota could see her eyes staring into the distance, looking at Merk and the hunters.
“They’re going to kill her,” she said to Smear.
“She knows,” he replied.
Dakota shouted, “Run,” unable to restrain herself, but Ursa couldn’t hear her. “Why doesn’t she run?”
“Where could she go?”
“Anywhere,” Dakota replied passionately.
“Look around you,” Smear said softly. “What do you see?”
Dakota hadn’t thought about where she was, or more importantly, when. She could see that she wasn’t in any place remotely contemporary with her time. She wasn’t simply in Africa or India instead of America. There was something about the land and its rugged, untouched look, as well as the tribe and their clothing that spoke of deep antiquity.
The camp was sparse. There were no huts or stone structures even though the site had clearly been in use for years, probably for generations. To one side, a pile of seashells reached up over twenty feet in height, sprawling across the plain. Most of the shells had been bleached white by the sun over the decades. Those that hadn’t were scattered on one side of the heap like a stain.
The sun cast long shadows on the ground.
Worn tracks wove their way through the bush and trees behind the camp, while a grassy plain stretched out on either side of the campfire. Several miles in the distance, the plain broke into rolling hills. As Dakota listened to the shifting wind, she could make out the sound of waves crashing beyond the thicket. There was a slight salty taste to the air. The bushes were acting as a wind break on some rugged coastline.
“Where are they?” Dakota asked. “Where do they live?”
“Everywhere,” Smear answered.
“But where do they sleep? How do they shelter from the rain?”
Smear was kind with her. “They sleep under the stars that gave birth to life on this planet billions of years ago. When the storms come, they shelter in the caves by the cliff.”
The dry grass beside the dusty campsite had been flattened. Straggly mats of straw marked where they slept.
“How long have they been here?”
“For three months,” Smear said. “They hunt and collect shellfish in the summer, but when autumn comes, they’ll follow the herds south.”
“Just a few months?” Dakota asked surprised, looking at the worn rocks and chips of stone lying at the base of a fractured boulder.
“Yes,” Smear said. “They come and go, but your species has lived here for tens of thousands of years, always following the same pattern of life, always tracing the coastline in search of food.”
“Until now?”
“Yes.”
Dakota’s eyes settled on Ursa and her son.
“Can you help her? Can you protect her?”
“No. But she will help you in ways you cannot imagine. She will spare you from all this.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You will.”
The women fussed over Ursa and Voh.
“You must go,” one of them said.
The women around Ursa were speaking so fast, Dakota had trouble making out who said what.
“You must leave.”
“Merk will kill you.”
“And the boy.”
“Flee!”
“But where will I go?” Ursa asked, sobbing, echoing the sentiments of Smear.
“If you stay, you die.”
The older woman that stood up to Merk pushed a shell necklace into Ursa’s hand, saying, “Take this. May the gods be with you.”
Coarse woven strands of flax had been beaten to form a thin braid of twine for the necklace. The centerpiece was a polished shell, glistening in the twilight with a rainbow of hues not unlike the nebula Dakota had seen from Arctrixmatria.
A young girl handed Ursa a leather pouch full of nuts, seeds and dried berries. Another woman pushed Ursa briskly behind her, hiding her from sight.
“Merk comes,” the woman whispered as the big man draped the kill over his shoulder as though it was his. The men beside him were boisterous, being greeted by the other young men in the tribe.
Ursa crept behind the large tree dominating the campsite, beckoning for Voh to join her.
Dakota crept beside Ursa. She needn’t have. Rather than an observer in real-time, Dakota was interacting with a vision that had no more substance than a dream. Smear had used telepathy to overwhelm her normal sensory inputs, rerouting the neural feeds from her ears and eyes so her mind processed his thoughts as though she were experiencing them herself.
“What is she going to do?” Dakota asked.
“Change history,” Smear said. “She will forever change the destiny of your species.”
Ursa pulled Voh from the track and into the thicket. Dakota followed her, watching her eyes dart around at the slightest sound from the creak and flex of the bushes around her. Dakota could see frustration creeping over Ursa’s face. Ursa was trying to predict the future—her future. Trying to figure out what she should do next. She didn’t know what to do next, that much was clear. Dakota could see that she wanted to flee, but she had nowhere to go. She must have been wondering if there was some way she could be reconciled with the tribe, perhaps through the intercession of the other women, but Merk had made that impossible. On her own, she would be easy prey for lions and jackals.
It was obvious Ursa was being blamed for whatever injury had befallen Arak and the subsequent infection, but Dakota thought Merk’s resentment of her ran deeper. Was there some other point of friction between them? Had Ursa said something that had offended his ego? It appeared to Dakota that Ursa was an intelligent, caring woman. Was that it? Was Merk jealous? Perhaps threatened by her intelligence? Did he feel he had to impose his will on her to retain the loyalty of the tribe?
Merk threw the carcass down in front of the fire, laughing and joking with the hunters.
“You have done well. Tonight, we feast!”
He crouched, using a stone knife to begin skinning the dead animal. Dakota was fascinated.
“You can go over there. You are free to watch,” Smear said. “They cannot see you because you were never actually here.”
Dakota wanted to believe him, but she felt compelled to be cautious so as to not betray Ursa. She crept up softly behind the trunk of the massive tree and peered around at the men dressing the carcass.
The animal had already been gutted, but most of the organs had been kept, with only the gall bladder, bowels, and lungs discarded. Red blood stained the hands of the women as they prepared the heart, liver and kidneys for the fire. The young men stoked the fire as the hunters set up a spit to roast the meat.
Merk worked on the skin, carefully peeling back the hide as he worked with his stone knife, all the while joking with the other men.
Out across the mountains, the sun set.
Night fell.
After roughly an hour, a silhouette emerged from the darkness, walking down the track toward their camp as the smell of roasting meat wafted through the air.
“It is done,” a deep voice said, and Dakota recognized the other man involved in the assault on Ursa after Arak died. “He is deep. No beast will reach him.”
“Good,” Merk responded, tearing a fleshy rib bone from the well-cooked carcass and tossing it to him.
“And the witch?”
“She has fled,” Merk said. “The lions will feast on her before the night is out.”
The men gathered around the fire laughed. The women were silent, waiting quietly with the children for their turn to pick at the bones.   
Merk moved the spit off the fire. The legs and ribs of the antelope were cooked. The muscled flanks had already been stripped of meat for smoking, allowing the tribe to preserve their catch. Long strips of cooked meat were hung out over withered branches catching smoke from the fire. Men tossed bones and scraps of meat to the dogs. Flies buzzed around the camp.
The women gathered around the charred remains and began jostling for the scraps. They were excited. They didn’t seem to be bothered by the meager remains left to them.
Merk threw several large, leafy green branches on the fire. Within a few minutes, thick white smoke began billowing into the sky.
Dakota turned at the sound of twigs breaking behind her. The crackle of burning branches covered the sound of Ursa moving through the undergrowth beyond the camp. Ursa had hidden in the thicket no more than ten feet from the track that led to the cliff top and the ocean beyond.
Merk and the other men used the smoldering fern fronds to wave smoke around. They inhaled deeply, laughing at the night.
One of the young women must have heard Ursa in the bushes as she slipped away from beside the broad tree and took a strip of cooked meat to Ursa and her son. The girl couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old. Dakota could see she was following the bidding of the oldest woman in the tribe, a grey haired matriarch caring for the younger women.
The matriarch kept a wary eye on Merk as the girl crept into the shadows. There was a complex dynamic at play, one that fascinated Dakota. The women hadn’t spoken much since Ursa left the campsite, but that seemed to be out of fear of the men. Their sister had been exiled, and yet they couldn’t abandon her. Dakota felt as though she could feel their outrage simmering at the injustice, but the scales were tipped against them. Like Dakota, they were powerless to intervene.
The stars cut through the dark, moonless night. The fine pinpricks of light appeared brighter than Dakota remembered from her days in California. The Milky Way looked stunning—a splatter of white paint flicked across the sky by some ancient, wizened artist. There, much to her delight, was Orion, sitting low on the horizon. The sight of this familiar shape warmed her heart.
The young girl returned to the matriarch. No words were spoken, but smiles were exchanged.
“Urrrrrrrsssssaaaa,” Merk called out, sitting in the haze of smoke drifting from the fire. He arched his back and leaned his head toward the stars as he yelled, “Urrrrrsaaa. Wheeeere areeee yoooou?”
“She is gone,” the matriarch snapped.
“Forget her,” one of the other men said.
“Oh, Urrrrrsaaaaaa,” Merk yelled into the night. He got to his feet, staggering under the influence of whatever cannabinoid was burning on the fire.
Merk rummaged around by the tree, kicking at wooden bowls and leather satchels until he found something he recognized.
“Here, boy,” he said, swaying slightly as he held a leather tunic for one of the dogs to sniff.
“Find her,” Merk called out, looping a leather thong around the dog’s neck to form a lead. “Gooooo! Find Ursaaaaa.”
At first, the dog didn’t respond. Merk tugged at the leash, pulling the dog roughly as he commanded. “Find her. Where is she?”
Dakota felt her blood run cold. Ursa didn’t stand a chance. The dog would lead him straight to her.
Merk grabbed a spear as the dog began sniffing around the campsite, quickly picking up Ursa’s scent trail.
“Come on, dog,” Merk ordered.
The dog began sniffing at the ground. Its body stiffened and it pulled away from Merk, pulling the leash tight.
“I’m going to kiiilllll yoooou,” Merk yelled at the dark sky set ablaze with thousands of stars.
The dog dragged Merk forward, almost pulling him off his feet as it sought to run down the path beaten through the grass. It sniffed around, caught in a moment of indecision as it sought to determine fresh scent from stale. The path it took led to where Arak lay buried and Dakota hoped the dog would lead Merk away, but it turned back to the campfire.
“I’m coming, Ursa. I’m coming for you!”
Although the dog had turned back toward the camp, Merk still faced out into the night, yelling at the distant hills as he swayed on wobbly legs.
“Uuuurrrrssssaaaa.”
The other men laughed. Several of them lay on their sides, drowsy from the effects of the smoke. 
Dakota found her heart racing. She wanted to say something, but she kept quiet.
Ursa dragged her son out of the thicket, pulling him by the hand as she led him back over behind the big tree, moving closer to the tribe. Voh fought to get away, to run into the darkness but Ursa was strong. She would not allow herself to be separated from her son.
“What is she doing?” Dakota said under her breath, unable to contain herself. “Run!”
“URRRR.... SSSAAAAA,” Merk bellowed, wheeling around in a stupor.
The matriarch saw Ursa crouching behind the tree just a few feet away. Words were exchanged in a whisper. The women closed ranks as Ursa and Voh slipped between them into the middle of the huddle. In the flickering light of the fire, the women dusted off skins and made themselves busy picking at the remaining meat on the bones.
Dakota understood what Ursa was doing. She couldn’t run. With a dog hard on her trail, Merk would easily track her down. The best she could hope for was to bluff by hiding within the camp itself.
The dog dragged Merk toward the women and Dakota held her breath. She could see the women controlling their panic. Their eyes were wide with terror but they continued to ignore Merk. Ursa crouched low, pulling Voh close and whispering to him.
“Shhhh,” she said, as Dakota moved over by the tree. “Hush. Be quiet. Everything’s going to be fine. We’re going to be all right.”
She was lying. Dakota knew that. She had told similar lies to herself over the years, not knowing what lay ahead but hoping for the best.
Ursa buried her son’s head beneath her arm, holding him tight, trying to shield him as best she could. Although she was crouched in the middle of the women, her eyes never left Merk. If she was going to die, she was going to die looking deep into his eyes.
Merk stumbled forward, dragged toward the thicket by the dog. He yelled, “WHERE ARE YOU, URSA?”
The dog peeled away from the women and over to the track leading through the thicket to the cliff-top.
“Ursa! Come out, Ursa. I won’t hurt you.”
Merk prodded the dark bushes with his spear, sending the stone tip plunging violently into the shadows.
The dog sniffed along the track before turning back to the women again, dragging Merk toward the campsite.
“Urrrrrsssssaaaaaa.”
Voh was crying, whimpering as his mother tried to keep him quiet.
“Shhh.”
The matriarch stood up, standing her ground between Merk and the women. Flames licked at the darkness behind her. Sparks rose into the night.
“Enough of your silly games, Merk.”
“Where is she, woman?” Merk was enraged, bringing the tip of his spear up to the old woman’s throat, but the matriarch wasn’t intimidated. She batted the stone head away.
“You and your stupid dog! You couldn’t find a shit in the forest!”
“I’m going to kill her,” Merk said, slurring his words.
“She’s there,” one of the men yelled. He rocked unsteadily, pointing at the women huddled together and swaying as he called out, “She’s right there!” And with that, he promptly fell to the dust beside the campfire.
Merk laughed.
“She’s gone,” the matriarch insisted. “Your dumb dog runs you in circles. He makes a fool of you.”
“Ha!” Merk responded, pulling the dog away from the women. The dog continued trying to reach Ursa, but Merk gave a single, brutal tug on the leash and the dog yelped, forgetting about its prey.
“She plays with you,” one of the men laughed.
“She will be eaten by the wild ones,” another called out.
“Or she’ll starve.”
Merk staggered, kicking up dust as he walked back to join the other men. He turned toward the matriarch, and for a moment, Dakota thought he’d seen Ursa crouching beside the old woman. Their eyes appeared to meet, but the dull glaze in Merk’s stare said otherwise.
Merk slumped to the ground, leaning up against the big tree not more than five feet from the women. His eyes closed. The women stopped what they were doing, falling silent, watching as Merk drifted off to sleep. The dogs settled, curling up by their masters. They’d wake with the slightest change in sound or with the scent of a lion on the breeze, but for now, they too went to sleep. Still, the women waited.
Hours passed, but that didn’t bother Dakota. She felt for Ursa. She wanted to see her escape and was content to wait.
The Moon rose slowly over the horizon.
Dakota felt an affinity with the women. Theirs was a harsh life, a cruel life, but they looked out for each other.
Voh whispered, “Is it—”
“Shhh,” his mother replied, stroking his hair.
The sound of insects filled the air. The crackle of the fire slowly faded and still the women waited. No one spoke. They relaxed, but no one went to sleep. Dakota was neither bored nor impatient. Like the matriarch, she too kept watch.
It must have been well after midnight when Ursa found the courage to lead Voh away. A few of the younger girls had fallen asleep, but none of the women. Silently, they bid Ursa farewell. Tears were exchanged in place of words. The frail old matriarch squeezed Ursa’s hand with a vigor that belied her age. Ursa nodded and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”
With painstaking stealth, Ursa led Voh away from the camp. She crept silently through the long grass, not daring to take her eyes off the smoldering remains of the campfire, the sleeping men and the restless dogs until she was well over a hundred yards away. Dakota could understand her reluctance to turn her back on Merk. He snorted, turning in his sleep. As Ursa inched away from the camp a lone figure stood in the shadows, that of the matriarch bidding farewell. One of the dogs stirred but didn’t wake.
Once the campfire was a dull red glow beyond the grass, Ursa turned and began walking at a rapid pace. With every yard she put between her and Merk she felt the urge to move faster. By the time she’d gotten to what felt to Dakota like a quarter mile, she and Voh were running.
Dakota was impressed with the endurance of Ursa and Voh. For over two hours, they kept up a light jog through the plains.
Voh tired as they started up the long, meandering slope of a grassy hill. Ursa kept close to the trees, not wanting to give herself and her son away as they crossed the brow of the hill. Dakota stayed with them. How? She wasn’t sure. Somehow, Smear weaved his magic and the illusion was maintained. She could see Ursa had no idea where they were going, only that they had to get away and that she had to put as much distance as possible between them and Merk before dawn.
It had been hours since Dakota had heard from Smear. He’d been silent ever since sunset, but that didn’t bother her. Although she knew this experience wasn’t real, being no more than the Arctrixmatrian equivalent of a technicolor movie, she felt personally invested in everything that was happening. Dakota had to be there for Ursa.
Ursa slowed, and Dakota understood why. They were exhausted. The night had been long. Slowly, the sky lightened, revealing a soft, ruddy pink hue as dawn approached. Voh had been silent, but now he spoke.
His voice quivered slightly as he said, “It’s going to be okay, Mah.”
“Yes,” she replied. “It is.”
Both Dakota and Ursa understood the child’s anguish. Although he’d made a statement, they both knew he was posing a question. He wanted to believe everything was going to be fine, that the dawn of a new day would bring new life. And like Dakota, Ursa wanted him to believe that too, even though it was yet another lie. Perhaps lie was too harsh, Dakota thought, but there was no guarantee as to what the future held.
“We’re safe now,” Ursa said as they walked along a ridge line miles from the camp, ducking and weaving between trees. Occasionally, a clearing would allow them to look back at the coast and Voh would gaze into the distance. The tribal tree that had seemed so large looked small from the ridge. The thicket hid the cliff top, but the waves of the sea beyond were capped with white spray. Ursa would not allow herself the indulgence of looking back at Merk and the tribe.
They walked on, following an animal trail through the undergrowth. Suddenly, Ursa froze on the edge of a large clearing.
Dakota stopped beside her, not seeing anything out of place. She couldn’t hear anything other than the wind in the leaves.
Voh took his mother’s hand.
“It’s a camp,” Ursa said, pointing.
Dakota hadn’t recognized the subtle signs, but Ursa was right. There was a fire pit behind the bushes. Long grass had been matted down. Animal bones lay loosely stacked to one side.
Ursa crept forward. Without taking her eyes off the track leading away from the camp, she bent down, touching at the black charcoal.
“Cold.”
“Will they be back?” Voh asked.
“Not until after the snow,” Ursa said.
“We should rest, Mah.”
“Yes. We should.”
Dakota could see Ursa was curious about the campsite of another tribe. She could see Ursa’s fingers moving as she whispered to herself, pointing at the various parts of the camp. In her imagination, she must have been thinking about where the men would have slept, where the women would have gathered, where the dogs would have been kept.
There were several flat stones to one side. Dakota recognized them. She’d seen women grinding seeds on them back at Merk’s camp. Tiny sprouts grew up out of the rough ground around the rocks. Ursa sat down. She seemed lost. She passed her hand gently over the new growth, running her fingers over the fine tips. Dakota could see she was lost deep in thought.
“This is it,” Smear said softly. “This is the moment.”
“This?” Dakota asked, not recognizing anything of any significance in Ursa’s motion.
“This marks the ascendance of your species. Your first step toward the stars.”
Dakota watched as Usra pulled a few seeds from her leather satchel. She wasn’t going to eat them, but she clearly relished the feel of them under her fingers. She placed her seeds on the ground beside the sprouts, examining them closely, lost in the moment. Intelligence shone in her eyes. In that instant, Dakota could see Ursa had a glimpse of the future, a vision of hope, a belief in what was possible on a grander scale.
“See?” Smear said with a note of triumph in his voice. “This is the moment! After almost two million orbits around your star this branch of the Great Apes finally steps forward into the future. For two million orbits, you have made stone axes, you have controlled fire, you have gathered berries and hunted game, you have made sculptures and painted animals on the inside of caves, but you only ever scraped by. You never tapped into the abundance of life around you. You fought to survive each day, never able to sit back and reflect, but all that will change with this one woman and her son.”
“She’s going to grow crops,” Dakota said as the realization dawned.
“Yes. Within twenty thousand years, you will walk on the Moon. That may sound like a long time, but it is less than one percent of the years your kind have spent wandering these grassy plains. Were it not for this woman, her son, and those that follow after, your species would still be struggling to survive these nomadic pilgrimages along the coast.”
“And Ursa?” Dakota asked. “What will become of her?”
“It will be a hard winter for this woman. She will suffer, scavenging for food, but she will not eat those seeds, even though Voh will beg her. And when spring comes, she will plant them. She will care for them, for they are all she has, and when the harvest comes, for the first time she will have more than enough. Next year, she won’t have to hunt. In the years that follow, others will hunt for her. Others will tan hides and cure meats for her, all so they can learn from her and share in her harvest.”
Voh sat down next to his mother. She pulled him close, hugging him. He curled up on the soft grass and drifted off to sleep. Ursa lay there, staring at the seedlings as her eyelids slowly grew heavy. Under a sky full of star fading with the coming dawn, she found peace.
Dakota lay facing them. She too was exhausted. She closed her eyes, wanting to stay with them, but knowing she would awake in her Arctrixmatrian prison.
~~~
Whoosh went the pneumatic tube beside Nancy, rattling as another story shot through the pipes. Typewriters clacked around her as fingers madly struck keys and levers swung back and forth, pressing inked ribbons against sheets of paper as dozens of reporters labored around her in the smokey room.
Nancy tidied her desk, getting ready to go home. The clock on the wall ticked slowly, dragging out the seconds until five o’clock finally came.
“Are you working on anything interesting?” Kurt asked, sitting on the edge of Nancy’s desk.
“Yes,” Nancy replied. “I got to write a short archeological piece for the Saturday
Tribune called Mystery in Mesopotamia.”
“Why you’re a regular Agatha Christie,” Kurt said, smiling in delight. “Next you’ll be cranking out detective novels.”
“I wish,” Nancy said, straightening a pile of paper on the far side of her desk. “Some poor woman was struck in the back of the head with a stone ax. They found her buried in a shallow grave with a pretty shell necklace around her neck. The odd thing was, there were piles of seeds and sheaves of grass scattered all around her, but scientists say her molars show that she ate mostly meats and berries during her lifetime. They said she was a hunter, not a farmer. They put her age at forty, which was a long life in those days.”
“Why would they bury her with food?” Kurt asked. “Even back then, they must have known the dead don’t eat.”
“Perhaps they were like the Egyptians,” Nancy suggested. “You know, preparing the dead for the afterlife.”
“Someone must have cared deeply about her,” Kurt added. “They must have wanted to make sure she was comfortable in the grave.”
Nancy shivered at the thought. “Comfortable?”
“I wonder who did it?” Kurt was thinking aloud. “The murder, I mean. What drives someone to take another’s life? Was it envy? Jealousy? Or just plain greed during a robbery?”
“She was struck from behind,” Nancy said. “So whoever it was, they were a coward.”
“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Kurt replied. “To think these people lived lives just like ours, only thousands of years ago when there were no planes or trains.”
“I wonder what she was like?” Nancy said. “I mean, what did she do with her life? Did she have kids? What did she enjoy? What did she struggle with? What did she love and hate?”
Nancy paused for a moment before adding, “What was her name?”
“Dunno,” Kurt replied. “I guess she was our first Jane Doe.”
“Guess so. It’s sad to think that bones can endure for thousands of years, but names are lost forever.”
On Arctrixmatria, they knew Kurt and Nancy were talking about Ursa.
On Arctrixmatria, they understood that humanity would never recognize the fine web of advances that would eventually lead a bunch of apes to venture out among the stars. Most Earthlings would never know how easily they could have continued carving stone axes and picking berries had it not been for one brave woman and her young son. 
On Arctrixmatria, they mourned Ursa.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.




Seeing
“What’s wrong? What have you done to her?” Billy Crusader asked, watching as Dakota Monroe lay asleep on the floor in front of the couch.
Smear was silent. He stood outside the dome, silhouetted against the stars during a long, bitter Arctrixmatrian night, but Billy knew he’d heard him.
Billy reached down and lifted Dakota’s head gently, slipping a pillow beneath it. He thought about picking her up and carrying her back to bed, but she rolled away from his touch. She seemed content where she was, almost as though she were shunning him.
Billy knelt beside Dakota, gently stroking her hair. He’d been asleep, but he was woken by her cries. At first, he assumed she was still lying beside him, having a nightmare, but when he reached over to comfort her, he knew she was gone. That realization caused him to wake with a start, sitting up naked on the bed.
Even though it was winter outside and -290F, the interior of their geodesic dome was a balmy 85F. Sleeping naked was quite comfortable.
Billy had looked around and seen Dakota sleepwalking. He called out to her, but she hadn’t woken. He’d read somewhere once, long ago, that you shouldn’t wake someone sleepwalking, that they could get hurt. He’d heard sleepwalkers acted out their dreams, and it was best to let them tire, to watch over them and make sure they didn’t injure themselves, to allow them to settle over time, so he’d sat there watching, listening to what sounded like half a conversation. It wasn’t until Dakota finally collapsed on the floor that Billy suspected Smear’s involvement. Normally, the big Arctrixmatrian keeper would head home after cleaning the glass on their enclosure. That he’d stayed was curiously out of character, as was Dakota’s sleepwalking. Billy Crusader was sure the two were linked.
“I know you can hear me, Smear,” he said angrily. “What is wrong with her?”
“Nothing,” the tree-trunk like creature with multiple limbs protruding from its head answered, speaking remotely through the pipe-organ device in the enclosure.
“Do you know what I find hardest about life here on Arctrixmatria?” Billy asked. There was no reply, so he continued. “It’s not that I’ve been snatched from Earth. It’s not that I miss my family or miss watching a ball game on TV. The hardest thing for me to deal with is the lies.”
Smear stood still.
From where Billy was, the creature looked like the bottom half of an old tree, flattened and smashed with a mallet. It was as though someone had come across a magnificent oak, one that reached up forty or fifty feet in height, with branches stretching out all around it, and they’d attacked it with a chainsaw. In their fury, they’d lopped off the limbs and branches, leaving only a thick trunk standing some ten feet tall, denuded of all but five of its stumpy limbs. To Billy, the dark outline of this intelligent alien was like being lost in a haunted forest. The slightest movement of those limbs was terrifying, as though this enchanted tree would snatch him up and carry him off. His thoughts were irrational—he knew that. The Arctrixmatrians had already snatched him, plucking him from his home in the middle of the night. If they were going to experiment on him or hurt him, they would have done so by now, but they seemed content to leave him alone in his enclosure.
“Why did you bring me here?” he asked.
There was no answer. No words were spoken through the pipe organ vocalizer. Smear didn’t appear to move, so Billy had no indication he’d ever get a response. Body language didn’t exist for Arctrixmatrians. If it did, Billy couldn’t read it.
As Arcs communicated telepathically, there was no way to read emotion or intent in their physical movement. Billy hadn’t realized how much he’d relied on body language until he reached Arctrixmatria. Unless Smear spoke, Billy had no idea what was going through his Arctrixmatrian mind.
Life on Arctrixmatria made Billy realize how important body language was to understand another intelligent being. A slight twitch of the eyes, the tightening of the forehead, the curl of the lips or the dart of someone’s gaze, these all added shades and layers of meaning to a conversation. It was only in hindsight Billy saw how much he’d relied on body language back on Earth.
Billy was a man plucked out of time. As much as he loved Dakota, he should have been old enough to be her father—should have, if they weren’t both dragged through spacetime to the far side of the universe.
Billy was born in 1925—Dakota in 1952. Billy enlisted to fight the Nazis at the age of 17—a full ten years before Dakota was even born, and yet somehow there wasn’t more than three years difference in their ages. Billy was snatched from his home in Fort Wayne, Indiana on May 14th, 1955, just after his 30th birthday. Dakota was three at the time, although he never knew her. She arrived on Arctrixmatria five weeks later, telling him she was kidnapped from Laguna Beach in California on April 1st 1979, at the age of twenty-seven.
At first, Dakota thought their Arctrixmatrian enclosure was a practical joke. She was famous—an actress—although Billy didn’t know that. She kept asking about candid cameras, something that confused Billy. For him, candid meant honest, but Dakota said it was an awful prank.
Over the years they were together on the Arctrixmatrian home world, Dakota told him about all the things he’d missed on Earth. She sang a few rock and roll songs, spoke of strange names that to her were common but to him seemed alien. Who was Elvis? Why would a band name itself after insects? How could there even be a band without brass instruments? Dakota told him he would have liked Star Wars, and said she’d seen creatures like the Arctrixmatrians on Star Trek. She told him men had walked on the Moon, which he would have never believed if he hadn’t been whisked away to an Arctrixmatrian zoo in another galaxy. 
It was body language that brought Billy and Dakota together. When she first arrived, she was appalled at being stripped naked. For days, she insisted on hiding from the Arctrixmatrians, sheltering beside the bed or behind the couch. As the enclosure spanned 360 degrees, there was no escaping their curious captors, but she tried, covering her genitals and breasts with her hands and arms. Her behavior, in stark contrast to his, caused a sensation among the Arctrixmatrians and they flocked in record numbers to see this strange, timid beast, which was precisely the kind of attention Dakota was trying to avoid. Finally, she realized it was impractical to be continuously shy. Billy tried not to stare at her stunning hourglass figure and voluptuous breasts, but she was far more appealing than the Arcs to look at so he’d sneak a peak whenever she walked by.
One day, she sat down beside him, rubbing her arm gently on his as she leaned against the couch. Although they’d slept in the same bed for a while, Billy had been polite and not so much as touched her in passing. On that day, though, touch spoke more than words ever could. Touch was a language the Arcs knew nothing of and couldn’t interpret, and that gave them a tiny victory over their captors.
When Dakota felt down, she didn’t have to say anything, just a look, or sometimes the absence of a quick glance was enough for Billy to know. Even simple things, like the touch of her fingers, could convey entirely different meanings. Soft and fleeting meant friendly but in need of some space. A slight linger, the need for comfort. The scratch of nails, the desire for love. A squeezed hand provided an offer of reassurance when he needed it. Billy wasn’t sure if Dakota loved him. If they weren’t in an Arctrixmatrian zoo, she probably wouldn’t give him the time of day. For that matter, if they weren’t in an Arctrixmatrian zoo, he’d probably have been a golf buddy with her dad.
Billy was a simple man, haunted by a war he fought when he should have been dating girls like Dakota. For him, body language separated truth from lies. During the bombing of Dresden, it had been the timid, crouching posture of the Nazi guards that told the US prisoners of war the pounding above was no ordinary air raid. Giants had been unleashed on Earth.
As they sheltered beneath the crumbling remains of slaughterhouse-four, the American prisoners of war had no idea whether the howls they could hear outside were from the wind or those dying in the firestorm, but the guards were shaking. To the Nazis, the eerie sound itself was something to fear, like the cry of a ghost, and their fear kept the prisoners subdued.
It had been the tight lips and clenched fists of those same guards that damned poor Edgar Derby two days later. He’d picked up a teapot from the desolate ruins of Dresden after the bombing, when the ground was still warm to touch. Billy remembered the look of amazement on Derby’s face when he found that teapot. The smoldering ruins of the city looked like the scarred, pitted surface of the Moon. There was no color, just a dull grey. Even among the survivors, all trace of color was lost. Concrete dust coated everything, getting in people’s hair, on their faces, clinging to their clothes. If it weren’t for the blue sky above, Billy would have sworn he’d been transported into a black-and-white film.
Edgar Derby’s face lit up when he found the teapot. Red roses adorned the shiny white glazed pottery. When he pulled the teapot from the debris it looked pristine, as though it had never been used, let alone bombed. Perhaps that’s why the soldiers noticed. Edgar tried to slip the teapot into his rucksack, but the guards challenged him.
Looting was a capital offense, they said. Edgar pleaded for his life. His body language showed he was truly full of remorse, that he hadn’t meant anything malicious by taking the teapot, but that didn’t matter. Tight lips and narrow eyes didn’t believe him. If anything, the tortured expression on poor Edgar Derby’s face, along with the gaunt look in his weary eyes suggested he was innocent of any real crime. In his mind, he was saving that teapot, rescuing it from the ruins.
They shot him then and there. Billy thought the guards themselves were in shock after seeing their city devastated. Dresden had gone from a place of refuge to a hellish nightmare in less than a day. Most of the other prisoners thought the guards wouldn’t go through with it, that at the last minute poor old Edgar Derby would be given a reprieve, but Billy knew different. He could read the bitter intent of the soldiers in their dull, thoughtless motions. They were going to kill Edgar Derby because that’s what they were supposed to do. After the bombing, all they had left was mindless obedience.
Edgar’s lifeless body slumped against a shattered concrete wall. Brilliant red splashes of blood provided the only evidence of life in those hellish ruins.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
~~~
Billy Crusader sat on the floor of his Arctrixmatrian prison with his back against the couch, watching Dakota Monroe sleep peacefully on the rug in the nude. Smear still hadn’t said anything. Billy wished he could read Arctrixmatrian body language like Arctrixmatrians could read minds.
“You told me there was no reason you chose me, but that’s not true, is it? You kidnapped me for a reason.”
Smear moved around in front of Billy. He need not have. Billy couldn’t read his body language, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have been able to make out anything in the dark. Besides, Smear spoke through the pipe organ in the enclosure. Regardless of where he stood, his words always came from precisely the same spot behind Billy.
“Everyone lies,” Smear finally said.
“Not everyone,” Billy insisted.
“Everyone,” Smear repeated.
“Why did you bring me here?”
By conceding to the alien creature, Billy hoped to get a straight answer.
“To learn.”
Typical Arctrixmatrian response. Smear answered the question without explaining anything of substance. Billy knew the creature could read his mind and wasn’t surprised when Smear elaborated, clarifying Billy’s doubts.
“So we could learn. So you could learn.”
“We learn from reading books,” Billy said. It was a good point, he thought. Why did these strange alien creatures feel they had to learn about humanity by abducting him and keeping him in an interstellar zoo? “I’d rather you read about me and I simply read about you.”
“What is reading?” Smear asked, only not in a manner that suggested he didn’t understand the concept, but rather one that implied another, deeper level of comprehension was required.
Billy thought about it for a moment.
“Reading is a connection between minds.”
“Yes,” came the reply, uttered so quickly it almost cut him off. “Black marks on a white page. The same letters repeated over and over again. Twenty six characters—that’s all you have—and these can only be arranged in pre-agreed groupings called words. No random assortments are allowed and yet your species has amassed hundreds of millions of books, each with thousands upon thousands of words.
“No one can hope to read more than the tiniest fraction of these in a dozen lifetimes, and yet still more books are released. They come at a rate of thousands a day. The output of just one week is more than you could ever possibly read—so why? Why are there so many books? Why do your writers persist? Surely, everything has been said. What could you possibly hope to achieve from so many books?”
A single phrase drifts from Billy’s lips. “To see through another’s eyes.”
“We have read all of your books, Billy. Every one of them. Every one that has ever been and will ever be written by your species. From dull scratchings on Babylonian clay tablets to quantum entangled poems swapped between lovers in star systems you are yet to colonize, but it is not enough. Your books are a shadow, they’re an echo in a dark cavern. We long to understand you.”
“I’ve never written a book,” Billy said.
“Your life is a book,” Smear replied. “We chose you because your life lay at the crossroads of your species. Your life is a random sample from the age in which your species first ventured into the sky and then beyond into space.”
“What about Dakota?” Billy asked. “Why did you choose her?”
Dakota had been captive for almost two years now. Initially, she vacillated between shock and depression, being both terrified and defensive. It took her some time to accept that Billy was all she had on this crazy, topsy-turvy world. Billy and the silver locket that hung around her neck were her only connection with planet Earth.
“We didn’t.”
“I don’t understand,” Billy replied.
“She came from your dreams,” Smear said softly.
For a moment, Billy was confused. Then it struck him. Dakota Monroe was in every man’s dreams. Like all actresses and models, Dakota was cursed with being more beautiful on the silver screen and in the glossy print of a magazine than she could ever be in real life. Although he’d never seen her on a billboard, she’d told him all about the photo shoots in Malibu, the movie scenes filmed on a Hollywood sound stage, the glamour of an opening night at the theater and the Oscar ceremonies with their camera flashes all but blinding her. She was everything he ever imagined in a movie star and that’s why they plucked her out of her bed in the early hours of the morning on a dreary, overcast April 1st.
“Me?” Billy said softly. His heart sank.
They’d kidnapped her to please him. Oh, this was not what he wanted. She’d been plucked from Earth and transported trillions upon trillions of miles through spacetime because of some crazy dream he didn’t even remember.
His mind rushed to the movies she’d told him about. Dakota knew the lines of the various scripts by heart and in the boredom of an Arctrixmatrian zoo, she had Billy role-play with her to kill time. Acting was a form of escape. A chance to imagine another life. Although Billy had never seen any of her films, he knew all the titles. Tango in Vegas. Where the Heart Lies. Lost and Alone. Last Chance for Love. Billy didn’t think any of them had anything in common with his fantasies, but the Arcs had tapped into his dreams, confusing them with his conscious desires.
Billy was glad Dakota was asleep. He was glad she hadn’t heard what Smear said. He felt ashamed. Ashamed of himself for having imagined her. Ashamed of ruining her life.
“She loves you,” Smear said, subtly reminding Billy he could read his mind. Was that true? Smear would know. Or was this yet another lie?
“That’s not the point,” Billy said, knowing an Arc could never appreciate love as humans did. Arcs wanted to understand love as a noun, but love was a verb. Love couldn’t be separated and analyzed in a laboratory. “She didn’t love me. She loves me now, but only because she has to, not because she wants to. That’s not love. Not really.”
He slumped back against the couch, stretching his legs over the carpet beside her as she slept soundly.
“She had her own life!”
“She would have died,” Smear said. “If we hadn’t brought her to you, she wouldn’t have passed thirty of your Earth years.”
“How do you know that? You can’t know that for sure?” Billy protested, but deep down he knew it was true.
In the quiet moments after they’d made love, they’d often reminisce about their time on Earth. Billy told Dakota about his life in the army and how he was captured by the Germans when his position in a bombed-out church was overrun, about his job as a reporter after the war, and his best friends Kurt and Nancy.
In turn, Dakota told him about her life, reveling in wild parties, expensive champagne, rampant sex and heavy drugs. She’d prop herself up on his chest, resting her forearms across his sternum and gaze into his eyes, telling him how she found herself falling into depression on Earth. She felt trapped, as though she were caught in a rip tide at the beach, being dragged out into deep waters. She knew how to die. Pills. Take one or two with a glass of champagne and the pain faded. Take a dozen and life would end with barely a whimper. She’d tried it once, only she vomited before they took effect. She passed out on the floor and woke covered in sick and bile the next day.
Dakota longed to escape from her life of fame and fortune—and then one day she did, although not in the way she expected. Instead of running from her old life, she was snatched away into the stars. 
“She deserves better,” he said, absentmindedly.
“Everyone does,” Smear replied.
Billy sat there silently leaning against the couch. Dakota looked peaceful. Her long blonde hair fell past her bare shoulders onto the carpet. The gentle curves of her arms and back gave way to her smooth, sensuous buttocks and long, slender legs. Not a single blemish marred her porcelain skin.
“She wanted to see,” Smear said. “She wanted to understand, so I showed her.”
“Showed her what?” Billy asked.
“How the children suffer,” Smear said.
“Suffer?” Billy asked, surprised by Smear’s description. “I don’t understand.”
“You will.”
Suddenly, the floor dropped away.
The couch Billy was leaning against disappeared and he found himself plunging into the darkness. He screamed. Faster and faster he fell. There was no wind whipping by and yet he felt as though he’d stumbled out of a plane in Jump School, waiting that fraction of a second for his static line to engage, but he was naked, there was no parachute to deploy.
A rush of adrenalin caused his hands and feet to tingle. His heart thumped in his throat. On he fell. For Billy, the entrance into an alien illusion was like a nightmare where he found himself plummeting headlong from a cliff. Billy cringed, waiting for the jolt that would either jar him awake or commit him to death, but neither the ground nor the soft mattress of his bed brought relief.
Billy flailed around with his arms, grasping at the darkness, trying to grab hold of something, anything. The faster he fell, the more dread welled up in his chest. A sense of impending doom swept over him. He couldn’t help but anticipate the sickening, fatal thud from striking the ground. Billy was going to die. There was no way he could survive this fall. He was falling too fast.
In his panic, Billy hadn’t noticed the stars around him. Whereas he was used to seeing stars twinkle in the hot, humid nights on Earth, these stars were static, motionless. Like glow worms in a cave, they surrounded him on all sides.
It took a moment, but Billy finally realized he wasn’t falling, he was floating. Well, he thought, both floating and falling at the same time. The sensations were indistinguishable.
Something large loomed overhead.
Billy hadn’t noticed the spaceship at first, he was too panicked by the shock of being dropped into free fall to pay attention to anything other than what he thought were his last moments of life.
He twisted, reaching out with one hand and touching at the silver edge of the craft. Rather than arresting his fall, it felt to Billy as though the craft was falling alongside him.
His eyes and his inner ear violently disagreed with each other and Billy fought not to be sick. His eyes told him he was stationary. Nothing seemed to be moving, not the spacecraft or the stars, and yet his stomach rose within his body. The sensation of plunging to his death was overwhelming, but there was nowhere to fall to. As much as his other senses screamed of doom, his eyes saw only the serene shape of a sterile spacecraft floating beside him. The craft turned lazily about its axis like some high-tech robotic pig on a spit. He took a firm hold and began moving with the craft.
Large black solar panels stretched out on either side of the spacecraft. The craft itself was too small to house any occupants and looked nothing like the saucer-shaped UFOs of Arctrixmatria.
Gold foil wrapped around sections of the fuselage, glittering in the distant sunlight. A long antenna reached out to one side, while the craft itself was an assortment of cylinders, boxes and dishes. A faded image on an aluminum panel revealed a logo he’d never seen before: a sky-blue circle with a red ribbon set over the acronym NASA. These were English letters, but what did they mean? Beneath the logo was a description: Stardust - Wild 2 Comet Intercept and Collection Mission.
“Look closely,” Smear said, except Smear wasn’t there. Billy looked around for his Arctrixmatrian keeper, wondering how he was doing this. He was astonished at how real the experience felt but he knew this had to be some kind of mental projection.
Billy followed Smear’s instruction even though he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. The space probe looked like nothing Billy had ever seen. Pipes wound their way around the vessel. Silver panels covered sections of the craft.
“It’s a bug,” he said, thinking the contorted craft reminded him of a Volkswagen he once saw in the ruins of burnt-out Dresden.
Billy found German cars quaint compared to American Jeeps. Their engines were compact, mounted in the rear of the vehicle instead of under the hood. The bug he’d seen in Dresden had been crushed by bricks and folded into a rough metal cube beneath the weight of fallen debris. Dresden was a graveyard following the raid by Allied bombers. The US prisoners of war would have never found the Bug if they weren’t drafted into a work detail to search for survivors.
Most of the homes in Dresden had bomb shelters in their basements. The German Army thought these shelters would protect civilians from the Allied bombardment, but they were wrong. Billy remembered pulling burnt cross beams and bricks away from the rubble as they dug through the smoldering ruins. Most of the bomb shelters had broad, quarter-inch thick steel doors. Some were still warm to touch. At first, there was a sense of euphoria on opening them. Billy and the others would pry the doors apart, throwing them open with a clang, and calling out, “Hello.” Hello was one of those rare words that transcended culture, although the Germans pronounced it, Hell-O.
Billy dropped into the first shelter with a flashlight. A family of four lay on a mattress up against a stone wall, sleeping peacefully. His light flickered across four content faces. Mom was pretty, with curly hair and flushed cheeks. Dad was wearing a woolen business suit, the kind that made your skin itch through a freshly starched shirt. The kids were maybe eight and ten, a girl and a boy.
“Hey,” Billy said, grabbing the man’s shoulder and rocking him gently, hoping he wouldn’t freak out too much at an American voice. The man’s body rocked like an armchair, pivoting from the ground—rigor mortis. The fire storm brought on by the Allied incendiary bombs had sucked the oxygen out of the bomb shelter. After the third or fourth shelter, the POWs stopped going inside. They’d simply call out from above. If there was no reply, they marked the iron doors with chalk, writing the German word Krypta for grave.
It was late in the day when they came across the Bug, a crushed VW. The Balkenkreuz symbol was still visible on one side, a straight-armed cross used by the Wehrmacht. The vehicle must have rolled several times as it was crushed on all sides. Wheels, engine, seats, wiring, exhaust—all the components were recognizable, but useless. The stardust space probe, though, was built like this on purpose.
Billy’s fingers rested on a small square that looked out of place on the interplanetary spacecraft. A piece of shiny metal roughly the size of a quarter had been stuck on the side of the probe. It got his attention as it didn’t seem to have any function. Everything else on the Stardust probe looked complicated. Each piece was deliberately and intricately intertwined with some other section, but this one tiny square the size of a postage stamp had been glued in place by itself.
The focal point of Billy’s eyes shifted in response to Arctrixmatrian science. To Billy, this was magic, although he knew there was alien technology behind the vision. That was the thing about scientific advances, to the uninitiated, science was the work of alchemists and wizards.
Fine lines had been carved into the tiny square patch, forming intricate etchings. As he looked, his vision magnified beyond anything the human eye was capable of resolving. To his surprise, the squiggles on the wafer resolved into words as the patch of silicon magnified under his gaze. Printed on this thin sliver of silicon were millions of names, but his eye was drawn to just one: Glenn Andreotta (SP4/ARMY).
The spacecraft rotated slowly, gently pulling Billy Crusader with it. The distant sun caught his eyes, blinding him momentarily.
Rotor blades beat at the humid air, thundering overhead and pummeling him within an artificial whirlwind. Sweat ran from his forehead.
Suddenly, Billy was standing on the skids of a helicopter easily a hundred feet off the ground. His hand hadn’t moved but what had moments before been a rail on the side of the Stardust probe was now the upper door frame of a chopper.
Terror gripped him. The wind whipped through his hair. Every muscle in his body seized as his white-knuckled hands held on for dear life. There were three soldiers inside the cramped bubble-shaped cockpit.
“HEY!” Billy yelled. No one heard him. As he was naked, having suddenly appeared on the side of their helicopter, facing in toward the cockpit, that was probably a good thing.
The helicopter banked to the left and Billy’s feet dropped with the skids of the chopper. His heart jumped in his throat.
“AHHHHH!” he screamed over the sound of the engine and the thumping of the rotor blades.
The thin frame of the OH-23 Raven helicopter turned as the chopper banked. The three soldiers seemed to stare right through Billy’s naked body. They couldn’t see him. Was he really there? Was this more Arctrixmatrian magic? Although Billy knew Smear had created some kind of illusion within his mind, the reality he was faced with was so overwhelming he didn’t dare risk loosening his grip on the open door frame.
Billy tried to slow his breathing. He was panicking. It wasn’t that he was afraid of heights. Billy Crusader had never been afraid of heights. There were a lot of things Billy was afraid of, but heights had never been one of them. Spiders, snakes, ghosts, even the thought of drowning, but not heights. Billy had been the kid that would climb a tree as soon as his parents turned their backs, but this was different. The motion of the scout, its fragile airframe, the roar of the engine, the howling wind, and the rapidly changing altitude, these all sent his bravado spiraling to the ground so far below.
A lush, green rainforest stretched away from him into the distant mountains.
Two large UH-1 Huey helicopter gunships banked behind the Raven, following several hundred yards to the rear of the tiny chopper as it flew over cultivated farmland.
Rice paddies stretched out across the narrow plain leading down to the bright blue sea. Palm trees swayed in the downdraft of the chopper. A muddy river wound its way through the rice paddies like a snake. Small wooden huts dotted the feudal landscape, clustered together in groups of five or six.
The soldier closest to Billy sat in the doorway of the chopper, dressed in jungle fatigues with a helmet loosely perched on his head. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes. He was manning an M60 machine gun mounted on the airframe. The machine gun swiveled as he scanned the ground looking for the enemy. The embroidered patch over his left chest read: Andreotta.
“Too damn quiet,” Andreotta yelled over the sound of the engine.
“Yeah,” the pilot responded. “I thought this place was supposed to be crawling with VC.”
“I’ve got nothing but villagers,” the gunner on the far side called out, struggling to be heard over the rotors.
The pilot keyed his microphone, apparently talking to the larger Huey helicopters behind them.
“Not picking up any incoming fire. Making another pass to the south.”
Billy couldn’t see the name tag on the gunner sitting on the far side of the chopper, but he could make out the pilot’s last name: Thompson.
“Hey, I’ve got a civvy over here,” Andreotta called. “She’s wounded.”
“I see her,” Thompson said. “Pop some smoke.”
Billy watched as Andreotta pulled a pin on something that looked like a Coke can, but without any of the normal red markings. He dropped the can and a stream of green smoke began billowing from a small hole in its lid. The can bounced on the dusty track, skipping across the ground and into a ditch near the woman. Brilliant fluorescent green smoke drifted through the air.
Thompson was talking on his radio.
“We’ve got a wounded civilian down on the approach to four, marked for medevac.”
There were soldiers walking along the raised dirt embankment between the rice paddies, not more than a hundred yards from the woman. Billy could see she was crawling away from them. A dark stain marred her dress, just above her hips. She’d been shot, but help was on its way.
Billy was getting the hang of Thompson’s flying. He’d hover for a few seconds before easing away, dipping the nose of the chopper as he flew on. Billy had never seen a helicopter before, although he’d been in plenty of airplanes, including one that had crashed into a mountainside, almost killing him. Billy thought those other pilots could learn a thing or two from Warrant Officer Thompson.
“You see that?” Andreotta asked.
“Yeah, I see it,” Thompson said.
Billy saw it too. Bodies had been piled up in a ditch beside one of the small hamlets that made up this network of villages. Arms and legs were twisted and contorted with each other, making it impossible to distinguish one person from another. Dark, bloody stains soaked into the dusty ground.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
“Jesus!” Andreotta recoiled, pointing back at the green smoke rising from the marker he’d dropped just a few minutes earlier. The soldiers had found the injured woman, but they were kicking her as she lay helpless on the ground.
The Raven flew low over a dike and hovered above a paddy field not more than a hundred feet from the rickety village.
An American soldier pulled out his pistol and fired, but with the noise of the chopper the distant scene appear to unfold in silence. The woman stopped crawling. Instead of one dark stain on her back, there were two.
“What the hell?” Andreotta yelled.
“This ain’t right,” Thompson answered. “This is messed up.”
The far gunner said something, but Billy couldn’t make out his words over the noise of the chopper.
Billy Crusader felt sick, although that could have been motion sickness with the swaying of the chopper being similar to that of a boat on an ocean swell. In the oppressive heat and stifling humidity, a chill ran through him at the sight of US soldiers towering over a dead woman.
The Raven banked, moving around above the American soldiers. Billy thought they looked like soldiers from any war. They didn’t look like murderers or war criminals, but that’s what they were.
Thompson spoke into the radio.
“It looks to me like there’s an awful lot of unnecessary killing going on down there. Something ain’t right about this.”
Warrant Officer Thompson paused as though he were awaiting a response. It was apparent that there was no reply because he continued describing what the other pilots must have also seen.
“There are bodies everywhere. There’s a ditch full of bodies that we saw. There’s something wrong here.”
“I’ve got movement,” shouted the far gunner. “There are people still alive down there.”
“I see it too,” Andreotta pointed at dozens of bloodied bodies lying in another ditch on the edge of a raised bank. “Jesus, it’s a turkey shoot down there!” Young women, old men, children—their bodies lay strewn like garbage.
“We’ve got to put down,” Thompson said, already approaching the dusty path between the lower rice fields.
On the ground, American soldiers shielded their eyes from the stinging rocks and pebbles kicked up by the Raven’s rotor blades. The skids of the Raven touched gently, bouncing across the ground for a few feet before the helicopter came to a rest. Thompson powered the rotors down to an idle, allowing the blades to continue whipping overhead, but with less vigor than when they were in the air. Billy felt the irrational desire to duck as the guillotine-like blades sliced through the air some ten feet above the ground.
Thompson clambered out of the cockpit, leaving Andreotta beside the Raven. Billy followed along, trailing a few feet behind Thompson, wanting to understand what was happening. Naked and barefoot, he was glad no one could see him.
“What the hell is going on here?” Thompson yelled over the sound of the chopper engine idling behind him.
“None of your business,” a sergeant replied.
“We’ve got wounded civilians,” Thompson protested, pointing back at the ditch. “Can we be of any help to them?”
“Only if you’re going to put them out of their misery,” the sergeant answered.
Billy could see the anger on Warrant Officer Thompson’s face. His lips pulled tight. With his eyes narrowing, he was on the verge of saying something else when a lieutenant marched over. The lieutenant had the air of an asshole in command.
“What’s going on here, lieutenant?” Thompson demanded, and Billy saw that the warrant officer’s fists were clenched as this arms hung by his side.
“This is my business,” the lieutenant said with indifference.
Billy Crusader had run into commanders like this lieutenant before during the Battle of the Bulge in World War II. They were drunk on their own egos. Power was an aphrodisiac. No drug in the world had the ability to make a man as drunk as golden bars on his collar or the patch on his sleeve. Billy realized long ago that rank was a persona. Strip a colonel bare in a delousing chamber and he was no different to a private. Rank was as much an instrument of war as a gun or bayonet.
“What is this?” Thompson asked, gesturing around him.
Billy Crusader liked Warrant Officer Thompson. Courage wasn’t found facing down an enemy. For the most part, that required little more than blind loyalty. No, Billy Crusader thought, this was true courage—facing down your friends.
“Who are these people?” Thompson demanded, pointing at the ditch.
“Just following orders,” the lieutenant said, ignoring his question.
“Orders? Whose orders?”
Billy Crusader thought Warrant Officer Thompson was about to throttle the lieutenant.
“Just following—”
“But, these are human beings, unarmed civilians, sir.”
And there it was, the deference necessary to an officer. Billy knew that respect all too well. In his experience, a good officer was one that didn’t get you killed. Beyond that, they were all pretty damn lousy. In Billy’s admittedly limited army life, most officers seemed hell bent on making the worst decisions possible. If their piss-poor thinking hadn’t cost so many lives, it would have been comical.
“Look, Thompson,” the lieutenant said, resting his hands on his hips. “This is my show. I’m in charge here! It isn’t your concern.”
“Yeah, great job,” Thompson replied, conceding to the age-old right of the military to put idiots in a position of authority. Billy wondered, didn’t the Bible say something about that? He should know. He’d been a chaplain’s assistant as a teen. Fools sit on horses, while princes go on foot—it was something along those lines, and here it was again, playing out exactly the same way thousands of years later. Nothing had changed, it seemed to Billy Crusader.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
“You’d better get back in that chopper and mind your own business,” the lieutenant barked.
Thompson turned away. He took a few steps before turning back and pointing at the lieutenant, yelling, “You ain’t heard the last of this!”
Billy followed the warrant officer as he jogged back to the waiting chopper. There was no way Billy Crusader was staying on the ground with this murderous bunch. Although he was naked, he climbed on the skid of the helicopter, feeling like part of the crew. Life on Arctrixmatria had made Billy strangely comfortable with being naked. To Billy, it seemed as though everyone else in their combat uniforms and cloth-covered helmets had something to hide.
By leaning against the side of the canopy, Billy could hold on to the steel airframe with one hand and the open door of the chopper with the other. He could hear Andreotta and Thompson talking as the rotors came up to speed. Thompson was pissed, yelling above the whine of the engine.
“This is murder! This isn’t war. This is nothing but cold-blooded murder!”
The two Huey gunships hovered above the fields, watching from a distance. Their downdrafts flattened the rice paddies, kicking up a fine spray.
The Raven lifted off. Instead of disappearing into the blue sky, Thompson circled the embankment, never drifting more than a few hundred yards from where he’d touched down. Billy could feel his anger. Thompson’s frustration came through in the harsh motion of his chopper. The fluid, bird-like grace with which Thompson had once flown was replaced with a sharp, aggressive style. His blood was boiling.
“They’re shooting them like fish in a barrel,” Andreotta yelled, pointing at the ditch. Below, several US soldiers stood on the dusty trail with their rifles pulled hard into their shoulders. Muted cracks cut through the air as the soldiers fired at the sprawl of bodies in the sodden ditch.
“Jesus H. Christ!” came the cry from the cockpit, but Billy couldn’t be sure if it was Andreotta, Thompson or the far gunner that had given voice to the anguish they all felt inside.
Billy had been to war. Billy had seen death. He’d seen the shriveled, charred remains of men and women in the ruins of Dresden, the execution of poor Edgar Derby over a stolen teapot, and the heartache of watching several young girls drift by face down in a muddy German river, floating by so peacefully on a hot summer’s day. They should have been wading in the water, laughing and playing, splashing each other as they frolicked in the shallows, but there they went, drifting on, forever dead.
Billy Crusader had always been surprisingly relaxed and nonchalant about death. Billy had seen the rise of horror movies in Hollywood, but he barely batted an eyelid at the scariest movie ever made, Nosferatu, even though his girlfriend had nightmares for weeks afterwards. Vampires may have made others squirm in their seats, but Billy knew something they didn’t. Death was never so theatrical. The horror of death came not in the slash of a knife or a splash of blood, it came from knowing that life could be cut down as easily as plucking a flower from a field. One moment, there was a glimmer in someone’s eyes, the next, a corpse with no more hope for tomorrow than a rock.
“Why are you showing me this?” Billy yelled from the skids of the Raven, well over a hundred feet off the ground. “Why?”
Smear answered, speaking inside his mind, “Because you wanted to understand.”
“Understand what?” Billy asked, but there was no reply. Typical damn Arc. Billy was furious. “That children suffer? Children have always suffered. Why show me this?”
The Raven flew low over a series of huts. Bits of flax and dried palm leaves flew off the roofs, scattering across the ground in the downdraft.
American soldiers converged on panicked villagers, herding them from their huts. Old men, frail elderly women and children not more than five or six years old were driven toward what, from the air, looked like a fire pit, a homemade bomb shelter dug below ground level to hide the occupants from the shrapnel of an exploding bomb.
“We can’t let this happen!”
We?
That was Billy Crusader yelling over the noise of the engine. No one answered him. No one could hear him, but Warrant Officer Thompson seemed to be thinking the same thing. He set his tiny helicopter down between the Vietnamese villagers hiding in their shelter and the advancing US troops. Yet again, he powered the Raven down to an idle so its rotor blades turned lazily overhead.
Thompson climbed out of the cockpit.
“Y’all cover me,” he said to Andreotta and the other gunner. For the first time, Billy saw the name of the second gunner: Colburn.
“If these bastards open up on me or these people, you open up on them.”
Andreotta’s M60 was already pointing out over the advancing US soldiers.
“Promise me!” Thompson implored.
Andreotta nodded, snatching at the bolt on the side of his M60 machine gun, double checking that a round had already been loaded into the chamber. Colburn moved over beside him, readying his weapon. This is crazy, thought Billy. Thompson was asking the impossible of his men. Having fought in World War II, Billy Crusader understood the unwritten bond of camaraderie soldiers had for each other. You didn’t need to share a foxhole, just a uniform. Thompson was asking Andreotta and Colburn to betray every rule they’d ever been taught about soldiering, to betray every patriotic impulse they’d ever felt for their own troops. He was asking them to do what was right regardless of what may come.
It was a strange, curious thing, Billy thought, and one incomprehensible to civilians. Just the color of the uniform, a neatly sewn flag on the sleeve, names written in the same manner on each chest. These were all that was needed to have a man live and fight and die by your side, and here Andreotta and Colburn were set to betray that fraternal bond. That had to be tough.
Would they do it? Would they fire on their own troops to protect a bunch of foreigners? Well, the villagers weren’t foreigners. This was their land. It was the Americans who were estranged from this world.
Would US soldiers fire on other Americans to protect a people and culture still struggling to leave the Dark Ages?
Having been a prisoner during World War II, Billy had seen soldiers from both sides fight with honor and he’d seen his fair share of assholes in both American and German uniforms. His old POW commander Edgar Derby had called them megalomaniacs, but Billy preferred asshole. Assholes were easy to understand. They’d shit on you. Megalomaniac was a fifty dollar word—one Billy eyed with suspicion.
Billy had been imprisoned with British, French, and Russian soldiers, and although they struggled to communicate, there was one thing they all had in common: photographs of their families. Even the German guards would pull out photos of their wives and kids and laugh and smile comparing them with the American pics. That was the peculiar thing about war—it was a clash of ideologies that most of those on the front line barely understood. In the rice paddies of Vietnam, there was no front line, blurring the meaning of war like never before.
Billy waited in the awkward silence of an idling helicopter as Thompson and Andreotta locked eyes.
“Promise,” Andreotta finally replied.
The look in Andreotta’s eyes said this was no bluff. Billy had seen that same look in the eyes of Edgar Derby just moments before he was executed by a German firing squad in the desolate, rubble strewn ruins of Dresden. It wasn’t the cold, callous look of a killer, it was the look of a man resigned to his fate.
There was a hint of defeat in Andreotta’s eyes. Billy had no doubt Andreotta would fire. He wouldn’t want to, but he would do it all the same. That’s what separated him from these killers. Andreotta would hate himself for pulling the trigger, but he’d do what was right, even if it cost him his life.
Thompson slapped him on the shoulder.
“Good man.”
Thompson turned and jogged the better part of a hundred yards over toward the approaching troops. Billy ran behind him, past chickens in pens, pigs tied to stakes, and woven mats holding fresh fish fillets drying in the sun.
“Hey,” Thompson called out, with his hands held high in the air as though he were surrendering to the soldiers. “Hey listen. Hold your fire.”
He dropped his hands as he approached to within a few feet of them.
“I’m going to try to get these people out of this bunker. Just hold your men here.”
“Yeah, we can help you get ’em out of that bunker,” the officer in front of him said. “With a hand grenade!”
“Just hold your men here,” Thompson said, his arms out in front of him, gesturing for calm. “I think I can do better than that.” 
The officer was flustered. He must have seen Andreotta and Colburn with their machine guns pointing at his troops.
“Just gimme a minute,” Thompson said. “Stay here.”
Thompson jogged over to the bunker. The wooden door looked flimsy. It wouldn’t have stopped a rifle round, let alone explosives.
“Hey,” Thompson said, prying open the door, not knowing if there was anyone armed on the other side, waiting with a rifle to defend their children.
Scared eyes peered out from the shadows.
“It’s OK. We’re going to get you out of here. Do you understand?”
Warrant Officer Hugh Thompson crouched, reaching in and taking one of the women by the arm. The woman pulled away from him, but there was no room in the shelter, she couldn’t retreat.
“You’re going to be fine,” Thompson said. Billy doubted the villagers could understand what Thompson was saying, but he was unarmed and his tone of voice was calm and reassuring. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”
Slowly, he coaxed the woman outside. A child huddled beside her, clinging to her waist. Several other women and an old man joined her. They looked nervously at the American soldiers in their village. To Billy’s surprise, the soldiers were unusually relaxed. Several of them sat on the steps leading up to the huts. Most of them were smoking, standing around and talking with each other.
“Over here,” Thompson said.
Andreotta joined him, taking one of the women by the arm and leading her behind the Raven. Colburn waved with his arms, urging the villagers to come over to a flat expanse on the outskirts of the village.
“Now what?” Andreotta asked Thompson.
“We’ll get the Hueys to conduct evac.”
“They’re gunships,” Andreotta said, grinning. “You’re beating swords into plough-shares.”
“I know.”
Thompson grabbed the radio in his chopper and began talking to the pilots of the two Hueys. A few minutes later the Hueys set down on the edge of the village and began loading civilians onboard their helicopters.
Billy couldn’t believe what he was seeing. For a US serviceman from World War II, it was surreal to see Americans rescuing civilians from other Americans. Billy had to do a double take. Throughout the whole morning, there had been no sign of anyone he’d consider the enemy. The only people Billy had seen carrying guns were US soldiers.
Billy watched as one of the gunners from the Huey picked up a naked Vietnamese boy and plopped him on the steel deck of the helicopter. The gunner was smiling like a kid himself. Just following orders, Billy thought. The airman couldn’t have realized what was happening down here and was just following the lead of his pilot. That was the awful irony of the moment. Both groups of soldiers were following orders, blindly doing what they were told. One to save lives, the other to kill.
“It’s the children that suffer,” Billy said softly, but he wasn’t looking at the young child in the back of the helicopter. He was looking at the baby-faced soldiers in the village. They were kids. Most of the soldiers he’d seen couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen years old. They couldn’t vote. They couldn’t drink. But they sure as hell could kill. They could die for their country. And he’d seen the same thing in World War II—children with guns.
Andreotta ran over to Thompson, saying, “That’s the last of them.”
No sooner had Andreotta spoken than the sound of automatic gunfire erupted in the distance. The US troops didn’t flinch. They were able to distinguish the sound of an M-16 from the AK-47s of the VietCong. A couple of the soldiers were sitting with their backs against the village well not more than twenty yards from the Raven. Billy recognized the look in their eyes. He’d seen this in Germany: they knew it was the good guys firing so they relaxed while they could. Barely any thought was given as to what their compatriots were firing at, so long as it was the good guys firing, not the enemy, everything was okay—only it wasn’t.
“We need to get the hell out of here,” Andreotta said as the Hueys lifted off the ground behind him, climbing high in the sky.
“We’re getting low on fuel,” Thompson said, climbing into the bubble-shaped cockpit of the Raven.
Billy climbed on the skid of the chopper. As they gained height and the ground rushed away from the thumping blades of the Raven, Billy felt numb. This wasn’t the way wars were supposed to be fought. Where was the enemy? Where were the Germans with their distinctive helmets and sharp uniforms? Even after Dresden had been fire bombed and transformed from a city of culture into a shattered, lifeless moonscape, German soldiers could still be seen in their proud dust-covered uniforms. Here, though, there was nothing but villagers.
There were rules to war. Perhaps he was being naïve, but he thought there should be limits. Sometimes civilians got caught in the crossfire, but it was never intentional, and yet in Dresden and now in My Lai all pretense was thrown away. Death had never been as cruel as it was in those bloody ditches lining the rice paddies and sunken fields.
“I’ve got movement,” Andreotta yelled, pointing as Thompson pulled the Raven through a long, sweeping arc. Hundreds of bodies lay crumpled in a muddy, bloody ditch beneath them.
“There’s no room to set down,” Thompson said. “We’ve got to get back to base. We need to refuel.”
“Just get me close,” Andreotta yelled over the constant noise of the engine and the maddening pulse of the rotor blades.
What was he going to do?
What could he do?
The chopper hovered barely five feet above the ground. Andreotta jumped from the skids of the Raven onto the dusty track overlooking the bloody ditch. Billy followed close behind him. Tiny pebbles and specks of dust and dirt were whipped into a frenzy around them by the rotor blades of the Raven.
There was no time to think. Andreotta had to be moving on instinct. Billy Crusader slid down the loose embankment behind him, sliding into a scene from hell. Hands reached out for Andreotta, grabbing at his boots, pulling at his pants. Bloodied fingers tugged at his camouflage trousers as the dying men and women beneath him begged for mercy.
“I—I can’t,” Andreotta said, stepping between bodies. He was trying not to step on anyone, but that was impossible, with shattered body piled upon bloodied, broken body.
Blood, shit and piss dripped from his boots.
“I can’t help you. You’re too badly hurt. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
Andreotta was right. Billy had seen this before. Dead men still clinging to life. If Andreotta had dragged any of them up the steep embankment, it would only have been to watch them die in the sun.
“Please. Please,” voices pleaded, but Andreotta had eyes for only one survivor, a young boy in a torn shirt lying half buried beneath his dead mother. How he picked him out from the air was something Billy couldn’t understand. Billy hadn’t seen him until Andreotta plucked him from the arms of his mother. Blood dripped from the boy’s fingers, but he was unscathed.
“Please,” others begged as Andreotta climbed back up the shifting, muddy bank.
“I can’t. I’m sorry. I just can’t.”
Andreotta never looked back. Billy understood that. He couldn’t face that man-made hell again either.
Thompson kept the Raven hovering just off the ground. Andreotta laid the child in Colburn’s lap and climbed back into the helicopter. For the first time since he’d jumped from the Raven, Billy got a glimpse of Andreotta’s face. No greater look of pity had ever crossed a man’s features. His downturned lips trembled. Tears washed the dirt from his cheeks, falling from his hollow eyes.
Billy Crusader was in shock. He’d seen a hell far worse than anything Dante or Milton could imagine. No torment in flames or cries from burning brimstone could compare with the carnage in that ditch. Billy struggled not to vomit. He stood there on the narrow bank as the Raven lifted off, climbing high overhead. Slowly, the whimpers from the ditch beside him fell as silent as the rotor blades of the chopper disappearing into the azure blue sky.
“Why?” Billy Crusader yelled, screaming into the humid wind. “Why are you doing this to me, Smear?”
The only answer came with the eerie rustle of the trees and the birds calling in the fields. A couple of soldiers from Charlie Company walked up behind Billy, not seeing him. After all, Billy Crusader wasn’t really there. All this was just some Arctrixmatrian nightmare.
One of the soldiers peered over the edge of the ditch before walking on, kicking stones with his boots. The other soldier talked about his girlfriend. Billy couldn’t help but think the lives they destroyed that day included their own. Oh, they may not have known it then, but they would never be free from the hell of this moment.
“Why are you showing me this?” Billy asked with tears in his eyes. “These are my soldiers. We aren’t monsters. We’re supposed to be the good guys. The ones that fight the monsters.” 
He pointed at the two soldiers walking into the distance.
“These are my people. These are my neighbors. They’re my cousins, my friends, my brothers. This is us at our worst.”
“On the contrary,” Smear said. “It is the dark of night that allows the stars to shine brightest.”
All Billy could see was the cloudless sky above him.
“Look around you,” the invisible Arctrixmatrian said.
Billy turned his head. Another soldier was walking down the narrow track between the fields with an injured villager, an old man shot in the leg. Blood dripped from a compression bandage the soldier had wrapped around the man’s thigh. The soldier had the man’s arm over his shoulder, helping him walk.
“This is you at both your worst and your best. This is you standing up against yourself, unafraid to confront your own demons.
“The greatest enemy your species has ever or will ever face is itself. And your salvation lies not in the stars, not in fleeing to other planets. It lies in waking up to see what you have done on your own small, rocky world.
“You can no more eradicate evil than you can fly like a bird, and yet you soar through the sky in metal substitutes. In the same way, the hope of your species lies not in ridding your world of evil as much as in exposing that which is wrong, in refusing to bury and ignore such atrocities. This must become your children’s crusade, for there are none so blind as those that close their eyes to all that is around them. You must see yourself for who you really are, not who you imagine yourself to be.
“Teach your children about Thompson, Andreotta and Colburn, and you’ll never visit these blood soaked fields again.”
~~~
Whoosh went the pneumatic tube as another news story shot through the pipes to the typesetters in the next building. The felt padding must have been worn because the capsule rattled and clanked as it shot along the pipes. Like so much in the City News Bureau of Chicago, the pipes were old and in need of replacing.
“Whatcha been working on?” Kurt asked, walking up to Nancy’s desk in the typing pool. He was chewing gum, causing his mustache to ride up and down with the rhythm of his jaws. Curly locks of brown hair sat on his forehead. Dark penetrating eyes stared at Nancy and she wondered what he was thinking. His warm, friendly smile seemed at odds with his beady eyes catching every detail.
“Ah, it’s been a big day,” Nancy said, faking a smile. “Yet another offensive in Indochina. The battle of My Lai. The enemy body count is high. Not too much detail on the wire, but it sounds like we got over five hundred of those damn commies.”
“Well that’s good, right?” Kurt asked.
“Yes it is,” Nancy said with an air of confidence that lacked any substance.
Five hundred was just a number, but it was a good number, Nancy thought. There was a war on. We have to win. Too many people were protesting and complaining about the war. Didn’t they know? We’re the good guys!
On Arctrixmatria, they groaned and waited. One day, Nancy would awaken, but not today.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.




Suffer the Children
Billy Crusader blinked and the sweat and stench and oppressive heat of Vietnam disappeared. The dusty ground beneath his feet transformed into a mattress. Instead of standing on the edge of a drainage ditch clogged with bodies, he was perched on the queen size bed in their geodesic dome on Arctrixmatria, standing at the highest point in his zoological cage.
Billy felt stupid.
Was it all just a dream?
“No,” Smear answered, talking softly through the electrified pipe organ vocalizer in Billy’s enclosure. That was one of the few times any Arc had ever responded directly to his thoughts. Normally, they kept up the pretense of conversing with their naked captives, making out as though they wouldn’t invade that last bastion of privacy, but Billy had always known they were reading his mind. He wasn’t sure how he figured that out, perhaps it had simply been instinctive, but he knew the Arcs understood far more than they ever let on.
Reading minds must be awful, thought Billy. He waited for Smear to disagree, but the lumbering creature with its foot-like head and cyclops eye remained motionless in the silence outside the dome.
Reading minds would rob society of individuals, Billy thought. Again, there was no reply. Perhaps Smear was being polite, but from Billy’s perspective, such extrasensory perception would be crippling. There could be no individuality, no room for deliberation before stating a position, no opportunity to reflect and ponder an idea without every thought being laid bare. Was that why Smear came to see them alone each night? Was that the real reason he remained behind to clean the glass when all the other Arcs had gone home?
For Billy, telepathy would be torture. Even back on Earth, he didn’t want to hear the cacophony of voices around him with their pleasantries and faux-interest in him, let alone the banging and clanging of every thought that rattled through their heads. It was a jaded perspective, but Billy thought everyone was interested in one person and one person alone, themselves. Oh, he knew everyone had someone they loved, someone to pull them away from themselves, but the human ego has more gravitational attraction than most gas giants. To read the minds of others would have driven Billy insane, he was sure of it. Thousands of voices clamoring inside his head would be maddening. One voice was more than enough, he decided.
“I agree,” the imposing alien replied.
Billy smiled, but only briefly. He was still troubled by what he’d seen in a country he barely knew from a map of the Pacific Theatre of War.
“So this is how the children suffer?” he asked.
“We are all children,” Smear said. “We always will be. We just forget that from time to time. It matters not how old we get, only that we remember who we really are.”
Dakota Monroe rolled over on the carpet, getting comfortable.
Billy hopped down from the bed and stepped from the bedroom into the lounge. Starlight bathed the dome in soft, muted grays.
“Hey,” Billy said, seeing Dakota’s eyes open.
Dakota was startled to see Billy. A single spasm jerked through her body as though she’d been hit with an electric shock.
“No!” she screamed, springing to her feet and wheeling to face Smear. “You can’t do this to me. You have to take me back! I need to be with her. I need to see what happens to Ursa and Voh.”
Smear was silent.
Billy was confused. He had no idea what Dakota Monroe had seen in her Arctrixmatrian vision, but he understood how vivid and overwhelming such a vision could be. His cheeks were still wet from the tears he’d shed watching the Raven disappear into the azure blue skies of Southeast Asia.
“Please,” Dakota pleaded with the alien. “I need to know. Does she make it? Does she live?”
“Everyone dies,” Smear said, speaking through the pipe organ.
“But what happens to Ursa? Does Merk find her?”
“Does it matter?” the Arctrixmatrian creature asked.
“I need to know if she lives.”
“No one lives forever. She, Merk, Arak and Voh have all been dead for tens of thousands of years.”
Billy didn’t recognize the names, but he could see the emotion in Dakota’s face. Her eyes were on fire. That Dakota was distraught upset Billy Crusader. Perhaps it was because his own emotions were so frayed and fragile from all he’d experienced in the rice fields of Indochina. He reached out and took her hand. The tension in her fingers was out of character when compared to her normal soft touch. All the muscles in her body were taut.
“It matters!” Dakota insisted, stamping a foot. “It might not matter to anyone else, but it matters to me.”
In the blink of an eye, Billy and Dakota found themselves standing on the edge of a clearing holding hands. Grass swayed in a light breeze. Although the sun was warm on his back, this wasn’t the humid tropics Billy had endured in Vietnam.
Before them lay an open grave. The sides of the pit weren’t sharply defined. Sections had collapsed and been scooped out again, with mounds of dirt piled to one side.
“No,” Dakota whispered. She let go of Billy’s fingers and raised her hands to her mouth, repeating, “No. No. No. Poor Ursa.”
A teenage boy, not more than sixteen or seventeen years old, carried a small woman in his arms. He stepped over the mound of dirt and laid her gently on the ground beside the grave. Slowly, he lowered himself into the pit. The wall of dirt reached up to his chest. He pulled the body closer, getting a good hold before laying the corpse on the hard, rocky ground at his feet.
“Goodbye, my Mah,” he said, resting the deceased woman’s head on a folded leather tunic. He repositioned a shell necklace so it sat in the center of her chest. The woman appeared at peace, as though she were sleeping. Had it not been for the bloody stain on the back of her head, she could have easily been mistaken for someone unconscious rather than dead. The color in her cheeks was vibrant. Her hair had been carefully braided with bits of shell. Several strands on her forehead had been pulled through fine, hollow bone beads.
“Oh, Voh,” Dakota said, watching as the young man climbed out of the grave. “I’m so sorry.”
Billy put his arm around Dakota’s naked shoulder, holding her tight. Dakota leaned into him. She was shaking in the warmth of the summer day.
“He was just a little boy,” Dakota said, looking at the teenager standing at the head of the grave. He seemed to grow in stature with each passing minute.
Slowly, a procession of men and women walked up to the graveside. Each one paused, looking down into the pit. One by one they knelt and poured a handful of grain or dropped a sheaf of what looked like wheat next to the woman’s body. When they stood, they offered Voh comfort before moving on.
“Who are they?” Billy asked Dakota.
“I don’t know. I haven’t seen them before. These aren’t the people I saw. There are so many of them. They’ve come to pay their respects to Ursa.”
“She must have touched a lot of lives,” Billy said. Although he didn’t know Ursa, he knew Dakota, and if she was moved to tears by this woman’s death, then Ursa must have been remarkable.
“She did… More than you know.”
Billy wasn’t sure what Dakota meant by that and went to ask her about it when she addressed their invisible guide.
“And what of Merk?”
Billy didn’t know anyone called Merk. He thought Dakota was speaking to him and started to respond when Smear spoke.
“Look to the hills.”
They turned and looked across several poorly defined fields with their clumps of wheat-like grass growing in patches. Stones had been laid out in a row to form a crude wall, keeping grazing animals at bay. Smoke drifted from a fire, but unlike the nomadic campsite Dakota had previously seen, this was from a more permanent structure. There was an oven of sorts, just a simple pit with rocks piled up on three sides to keep the wind at bay. A slab of rock acted as a cover against the rain. Woven branches formed a semi-permanent shelter facing away from the prevailing wind.
The hill behind the camp was covered in thick bushes. Vultures circled overhead. Several of the large winged scavengers were on the ground, tearing at a carcass, stripping the meat from the bones.
“What happened?” Dakota asked.
“Ursa survived that first bitter winter. She grew her crops. For the first time, she had more than she needed, far more than she and Voh could eat. With the passage of time, she began trading with other tribes. They held her in high esteem and sought to learn from her. Merk was jealous. When the opportunity arose, he murdered her in the fields, but he did not escape. The tribesmen cornered him, and then it was Voh who executed revenge.”
“Voh?” Dakota asked, surprised. She needn’t have been. To survive in such a brutal world demanded that boys become men before their time. Voh stood there silently, looking at his mother lying in the grave. The dark look in Voh’s eyes told Dakota all she needed to know. She finally understood what Smear meant when he spoke of the children suffering. Children should be allowed their childhood, but such a luxury would not come to be for thousands of years. Even in Dakota’s time, childhood was a luxury only some would enjoy. In America, kids played with plastic toys. In Africa, they held AK-47s.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
“What will become of him?” she asked.
“He will go on to lead these tribes,” Smear replied. “He will feed them from these fields. He will unite them, and what they have accomplished here will spread. Voh sheds no tears. He understands. He knows what his mother has given him, but he can’t know how far this act will carry humanity. Rather than continuing to scavenge by the sea, your species has taken its first step toward the stars.”
In the blink of an eye, Billy and Dakota were standing again in the geodesic dome on Arctrixmatria. It was hard to believe they hadn’t ever left their alien prison.
“I don’t understand!” Dakota exclaimed, addressing the dark monolithic creature on the other side of the glass. “If you can see through time, why do you stand idly by? Why not use this wondrous gift of yours to save her?”
As usual, there was no reply from the alien.
“Please,” Dakota whispered, taking Billy’s hand as she pleaded with Smear. “Save her.”
“We did,” Smear replied.
His words sent a chill through Billy, causing the hair on the back of his arms to stand on end. Dakota must have sensed what was happening through the slight tremor in his fingers as she turned to him. “What does he mean?”
Billy understood how difficult this was for Smear. Smear wasn’t human. He didn’t have the deep emotions or feelings of the ape-like creatures from planet Earth. His alien species was aloof from physical displays of affection, and that seemed to translate to their emotions as well.
In all his time on Arctrixmatria, Billy had never seen Arcs touch or hug, which was strange for beings that looked like upside-down feet with fingers instead of toes. Even on Earth, people struggled to express their emotions to one another, but Smear struggled more than anyone Billy had ever known. He had dragged Dakota to the distant past, he’d pulled Billy to the rice paddies of Vietnam, and all because he was struggling to articulate his own thoughts. It seemed to take these overpowering experiences to bring Smear to the point where he could speak in a linear fashion, in a way humans could understand.
“We saved you—so the children wouldn’t suffer,” Smear said through the strange pipe organ in their enclosure.
“I don’t understand,” Dakota replied.
“It’s you, Dakota,” Billy whispered softly. “All this is about you.”
“Me?”
“You.” Smear said.
“I—I don’t understand.” Dakota wasn’t looking at the giant alien creature. There were tears in the corners of her eyes as she looked up at Billy.
“It’s always been about you,” Billy said softly, taking both her hands as she faced him. Her silver locket rested between her breasts, but in that moment, Billy didn’t see her in any sexual sense, not even as his lover. All he felt was compassion.
“Me?”
“They couldn’t save Ursa,” Billy replied. “But they could save you.”
Dakota’s mouth opened. She was trying to speak, but no words came out. Tears rolled down her cheeks.
“I don’t know how,” Billy said, trying not to lie, but not being comfortable with the truth. “I don’t know why, but they kidnapped you to spare you from a fate like that of Ursa.”
Dakota sobbed.
“It’s okay,” Billy said, and he believed that. For the first time in his life, Billy Crusader believed everything was going to be okay.
Billy had never been okay.
Billy went to war in Europe expecting to die.
After being separated from his unit in the heat of battle, Billy had trudged through the snow-covered fields and forests of Germany, expecting to be shot at any moment. He’d begged Roland Weary to leave him to die in the cold. The crunch of snow underfoot, the lifeless trees, the chill in the air, they robbed Billy of any hope. He could have died then and been at peace, but not because of any grand accomplishment or heroic feat. Billy was at peace with his shortcomings. It wasn’t that Billy didn’t think he’d ever amount to anything, it was that he didn’t want to amount to anything. In those dreary, dark woods, with the sound of artillery crashing like thunder in the distance, Billy accepted that life was meaningless.
Roland Weary saved Billy Crusader, but not because Billy needed saving. Roland needed purpose. With his oversized woolen coat and thick combat boots keeping out the cold, Roland ordered Billy to march on for miles through the woods and thickets. Roland Weary was—by God—going to save someone in this war. Billy was going to be the rousing story he told over one too many drinks at a sleazy Chicago bar, but Roland never made it back to Chicago. Roland Weary died from gangrene that set in after his boots were stolen by their Wehrmacht captors.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
Even after the war, as a successful reporter, Billy felt life was shallow, hollow. He had a beautiful wife, a beautiful car, and beautiful kids, but none of that had any meaning for Billy. Being snatched by extraterrestrials seemed somewhat typical of Billy’s luck.
Standing there before Dakota Monroe, both of them naked, changed Billy Crusader’s heart and soul. He had nothing to hide. Billy had been in love before, but he’d never felt loved. He could see love in Dakota’s eyes, in her tortured smile and trembling lips. Billy might be resigned to his fate, but Dakota wasn’t. Dakota Monroe gave Billy Crusader a sense of purpose.
“I—I think I understand what Smear has been trying to say to us,” Dakota said. “These visions. I think I know what he’s struggling to express. He’s clumsy and ham-fisted, but he means well. I think he cares. He must have known before.”
“Before what?” Billy asked.
She placed his hand gently on her naked stomach.
“I’m pregnant.” Dakota smiled, kissing Billy gently on the lips. Tears slipped silently down his cheeks. His hands trembled.
“We can never go back, can we?” Dakota asked.
“No,” Billy said softly.
For once, Billy didn’t want to go back to Earth. For Billy Crusader, being with Dakota Monroe was akin to living with an angel in heaven.
“I want to go home.” Dakota’s eyes were heavy with sadness. “I want to raise my child—our child—on Earth.” She turned to face the alien. “Take me home right now.”
“Now?” Smear replied in a curious tone. “You don’t understand. You’re too distant. You’ve come too far. Our spaceships traverse both space and time, negating some of the effects of relativity while amplifying others. You are billions of light years from Earth. The very concept of now holds an entirely different meaning here than it does on your tiny planet.
“Walk to your refrigerator for some iced tea and that physical act sees a hundred years pass on Earth. With those few steps, billions of people are born and die. Countries fall. Entire cultures are transformed.
“Get your drink and as you walk back into the living room time unwinds. Those billions of dead are alive again and those lost countries still have hope.
“Climb the stairs to the bedroom and you’re suddenly in sync with Abraham Lincoln as he sits in the Ford Theatre listening to Hail to the Chief. You see, all of this is happening right now.”
“But,” Billy stuttered. “But that’s impossible.”
Smear replied, “Your own scientists have confirmed this. Time is elastic, but not even us Arcs are immune to the river of time. We see through spacetime, but we too are locked in step with the moment.
“For us, nearby worlds are but a blur, a flicker. For you, plants, trees, houses and hills all get smaller as they stretch toward the horizon, but the further we look the more we see. Earth is so distant it’s a feature-length film for us, something to be savored and enjoyed with popcorn.”
Billy loved popcorn. He knew exactly what Smear meant, which is probably why the lumbering alien used that term as Arcs didn’t have popcorn (he’d asked).
“Your unborn daughter, she will know nothing of Earth. That saddens you, but think of all she will never see—the suffering of children.”
“But there’s joy too,” Dakota said. “There’s hope on Earth.”
Smear sighed. “But here there is no knowledge of evil.”
Dakota’s lips quivered. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she knew the strange alien being was right, and yet the desire to be free, even if it meant enduring sorrow and heartache as both Ursa and Voh had, weighed heavily on her heart. For her, there was no choice between tranquility in a cage and freedom with misery. Like a caged bird longing to fly, she’d choose freedom every time. She knew Smear was reading her mind. She knew he disagreed. She also knew she’d never step outside her enclosure, but hope is needed for the heart to go on. Perhaps her daughter would one day know freedom. Perhaps she would feel the opposite sentiment. Maybe for her, the norm of knowing only Arctrixmatrian kindness would mean it was Earth with its sorrow and suffering that was truly alien.
Dakota smiled, not that Smear would have understood why. For her, having a child would bring its own freedom.
~~~
There was no whoosh of the pneumatic tubes, no rattle as a story raced to the typesetters in Chicago, no rush of reporters running to make a deadline. The news room was silent. Most of the typists had gone home for the night.
Nancy gathered her plaid-covered bag, umbrella and hat and walked to the door. Kurt got the lights. As he flipped each switch, sections of the vast news floor fell into darkness, disappearing from sight.
“Do you ever think about our stories?” Kurt asked.
Nancy was preoccupied, looking at the rain lashing the window sill. Her umbrella was old. One of the steel ribs was bent, while another had ripped away from the flimsy frame, tearing the fabric. It was only good for a light shower.
“Sure,” she said, only half hearing his comment, wanting to be polite. Nancy was going to get soaked on the way home.
“I think about them,” Kurt said. “I think about that poor guy in the elevator and his wife—the widow. I think about those bones they found in Israel or Iraq or wherever. I wonder about that body count from Vietnam. Five hundred is just a number, you know—rolls off the tongue without a care. It’s like we’re talking about a batting average or something.”
Nancy hadn’t really thought about her stories that much, but Kurt was right. There was more to life than words on a page. If anything, reducing life to just a few paragraphs was crazy. Would her life end up like that? No. Not her, she thought, but one day her life would be reduced to just a few words engraved on a gravestone.
“Do you ever feel like we’re being watched?” Nancy asked as they walked down the stairs. Outside, cars raced past, splashing water from puddles onto the sidewalk.
“You mean by God or something?”
“No. More like animals in a zoo,” Nancy replied.
“Life has to have meaning,” Kurt said. “The elevator operator, the murder victim in Mesopotamia, all those numbers in Southeast Asia. They all mean something to someone, right?”
Nancy was silent.
“To us they’re stories, but to their friends and family they were real.”
Nancy said, “I guess we’re all just stories in the end.”
“I guess so.” Kurt got the door for her, pulling on the large brass handle and letting her walk out in front of him.
“If there is someone watching,” he added as she stepped out into the rain. “I bet they’re smiling.”
Nancy laughed.
“Night, Kurt.”
“Night, Nancy.” He turned away from her and into the driving rain.
On Arctrixmatria, this was a moment to be savored, not one to be recounted on a grubby page of newsprint. Smear understood. Kurt and Nancy might never realize what lives were lived and lost among the billions of people on their planet, but Smear did, and yet out of all those billions, two of them had stopped to think a little deeper, to consider their acts in a little more detail, to slowly peer at life from another angle. On Arctrixmatria, this moment was one brush stroke on the vast canvas of life, a masterpiece in the making. Like Billy and Dakota, Smear knew Kurt and Nancy were taking small steps. Small steps lead to big changes.
Life is but the flicker of a flame dancing above a candle.
Time has no End




Afterword
Suffer the Children is a tribute to Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children’s Crusade, a science fiction novel written to deconstruct the Hollywood myth of the war hero. For Vonnegut, the senseless fire bombing of Dresden removed any notion of war as a romantic, virtuous endeavor. There was nothing glamorous or liberating about the wholesale slaughter of civilians in the closing year of the war. The sections with Kurt and Nancy, including the poor guy killed when his wedding ring jammed in an elevator door, have been adapted from anecdotes Kurt gave on his life as a reporter in Chicago.
As much as possible, I’ve tried to adopt Kurt’s tone and writing mannerisms as I’ve weaved together my interpretation of his message.
One of the wonderful aspects of Vonnegut’s original novel is the way he blended fact and fiction. In reading Slaughterhouse-Five you’re never really sure what has been made up and what’s real. In the same manner, I’ve blurred the lines of fiction with actual historical events. It may surprise you to learn that some of the scientific concepts described in this story are entirely real, like walking to the fridge as hundreds of years pass elsewhere in the universe. This is an accurate portrayal of how the effects of relativity are amplified over extremely large distances. For more information on this concept check out The Fabric of the Cosmos by physicist Brian Greene, pages 134-139.
Although Ursa’s story is fictional, were it not for some distant ancestor awakening to realize the potential of farming we could still be hunters and gatherers, just as the aborigines of Australia were before the arrival of the Europeans barely two hundred years ago. The last twenty thousand years are but the blink of an eye in evolutionary time.
In Suffer the Children, I’ve portrayed Ursa’s life as one possible scenario by which agriculture may have arisen out of desperation. Once agriculture arose, though, humanity had the opportunity, the time and space to develop in other ways. Slowly, we crawled toward the stars. We’re not there yet, but we’re closer.
The dramatization of My Lai in this novella is fictional, but is based on the account of Hugh Thompson, as described in The Forgotten Hero of My Lai by Trent Angers, and Thompson’s personal account of the My Lai incident at Tulane University in December, 1994. If the language at times feels stilted, it’s because these are the words spoken by Thompson and his crew, as recorded in the official documentation of the incident.
Our stories often oversimplify war. Whether it’s The White Knight of some medieval drama or Darth Vader cloaked in black, we go to pains to separate good from evil. We want war to be black and white, like the pieces in a game of chess, but it’s not. War is a muddy grey. Edgar Derby really was shot and killed over a teapot in the ruins of Dresden.
War is often a necessary evil, but make no mistake, it is evil nonetheless and should never be considered desirable. There’s no doubt the vast majority of soldiers serve with honor, but the service we demand of them requires the vilest of acts—taking another’s life in service to an ideal.
War atrocities are far too common, and yet even among the shattered ruins of Dresden, in the rice paddies of My Lai and the darkened halls of Abu Ghraib, there is a flicker of hope. Vonnegut felt the horror of those bombing raids. Others, like Charles Hanley felt the same thing in a different setting, using pictures to expose the humiliation of Iraqis held in Abu Ghraib’s grotesquely named Camp Redemption. In much the same manner, Hugh Thompson, Larry Colburn and Glenn Andreotta stood against their own troops to protect the innocent in My Lai. In each of these men, we have a glimpse of evil being undone by ordinary heroes.
We must teach our children to be strong. We must teach our children to have a solid moral compass and not fall foul of blindly following those in authority. We must teach them about Andreotta, and Vonnegut, and the likes of Witold Pilecki who broke into the prison at Auschwitz to reveal the horrors of Nazi occupation. These and so many others lie in silence when they should be revered as the true heroes of our wars.
In 1790, John Philpot Curran said, “The condition upon which God hath given liberty to man is eternal vigilance.” Vigilance demands transparency and honesty. It is the nature of war to foment tragedy and hide horrors. No nation is exempt. Organizations like Amnesty International might be a pain in the ass for the United States, the United Kingdom and the Australian government, but it’s a pain that’s deeply needed to keep civilization on track.
Winning wars is easy—if you’re prepared to drop enough bombs. Winning the peace is hard. Winning peace requires rebuilding what has been torn down. It requires the courage to correct the mistakes of Dresden, My Lai, Abu Ghraib and Camp X-Ray, to name but a few.
War is never just, but can be fought according to the dictates of justice, and that requires accountability for drone strikes on weddings, the wrongful imprisonment of captives and the murder of civilians. One of the great shames of My Lai was the presidential pardons for those convicted of cold-blooded murder. These men killed hundreds of defenseless innocent civilians and never served more than a day in jail even though they were found guilty. We have to do better.
What makes America or any other country great isn’t its conquests in war, it’s the way it deals with its own mistakes, exposing rather than burying its faults.
If we are ever visited by an intelligent extraterrestrial alien species like the Arcs, this will be the yard stick by which they will measure us: have we sought justice for those most vulnerable among us? I suspect an intelligent species like the Arcs would be confused as to why some humans struggle to convince other humans they should be treated as human when that’s clearly who they are. It’s time to look beyond skin color, ethnic background, religious beliefs, sexuality, gender or any of the other crazy ways we divide ourselves and come together as one.




THE DARKNESS BETWEEN THE STARS
“Solitude, isolation, are painful things and beyond human endurance.”
Jules Verne
This story was rejected by several anthologies, but I love it as it’s based on actual science. There are elements within these next few pages that one day may become true as we explore the outer reaches of our solar system. I’d like to think I’ve saved the best story till last, but you’ll have to decide on that as I might be slightly biased.
Synopsis: Deep within the Oort cloud, life stirs, awakened by the approach of the Horizon Surveyor, an exploration ship from Earth.  




Demons
Darkness always wins.
There’s no release, no escape.
Untold stars rage against the endless night.
They’re courageous, but fight as they may, they will fall.
Time and entropy are set against them.
Eventually, their fuel runs out and they surrender.
They must.
Their brief defiance underlies that they have no choice,
that there can be no other outcome,
that they will always lose.
The largest will be overwhelmed by their own mass,
collapsing into black holes,
where even light is crushed,
and the darkness proclaims its victory.
Yet again.
First Officer Jane Masters could swear she just heard someone talking. Voices seem to echo softly around her as though they’re drifting down a long empty hallway, but she shakes off that thought.
The title First Officer is somewhat redundant on a ship with a crew of two, but Masters will get credit for being second-in-command regardless and will take the reins on the next flight, so this has been a good roster for her, despite the three year mission duration.
Commander Dario Andretti distracts her. 
“Homesick?”
“Aren’t we both?”
Andretti doesn’t answer. It’s as though he’s distracted by his own comment. He unclips his seatbelt. The buckle drifts before him like it was suspended in water. His body hovers above the cushion as he pauses for a moment. “Do you know what I’m not going to miss back home?”
“What?”
“Working out for four hours a day, every day. Same routine. Same songs on the playlist. Same intensity. Little or no results thanks to bone/muscle atrophy in zero gee.”
Masters nods. “Yep. A Sunday spent lounging on the couch sounds pretty damn good to me.”
“If it’s raining.”
“Or snowing.”
“Oh, yeah. Hot chocolate. Fresh muffins. Roaring fire. Methane snow drifting lazily onto the windowsill. That’s me.” 
Masters laughs. “And a cat on my lap... and a good book to read.”
With the lightest of touches, Andretti drifts out of his seat, twisting as he pulls himself through the cockpit and into the living module. He anchors his feet on the ceiling, slipping them under a handrail as he unfolds the exercise station.
Masters stares out at Sol. They’re so far from home there’s no chance of picking out Earth. Even if she could see a pale blue dot at this distance its orbit would appear to be so close to the Sun it would blend in with the star itself.
Back on Earth, looking at the Sun for just a few seconds would cause permanent damage to her retina. Here in the Oort Cloud, Sol is just one star among hundreds of billions. It’s the brightest star in her eternal night, and yet it’s still just a pinprick of light in the darkness.
Her mind wanders, dwelling on the contradiction before her.
On Earth, the cycles of day and night give the impression there’s balance between light and darkness. In space, there’s no such illusion. In outer space, there’s a vast, haunting, empty black void with the odd star puncturing the eternal night. At a subconscious level, she’s moved with awe, but she can’t explain why. She’s both excited and terrified by the small part she plays in the immensity of the cosmos.
We live and die, but in some ways we were always dead and always will be.
Life itself is a glitch, the flicker of a candle, a brief sojourn in a strange land.
Once we were a seething mass inside the heart of a star.
Once we boiled, a molten sea of atomic nuclei scattered in a glowing plasma.
Lifeless and yet vibrant, bursting with energy. 
Life gave us hope. Life told us we were something more.
Reason is our downfall—our prison.
We reason in black and white,
but we live our lives in the twilight of a billion dying stars.
The Horizon Surveyor glides through deep space, its instruments hypersensitive to the slightest fluctuation in the electromagnetic field, quietly recording data and cataloging the estimated 1.8 trillion celestial objects in the Oort Cloud.
With orbital speeds this far from the sun being similar to those of a Formula One racing car, it would take tens of thousands of years to circumnavigate the cloud so the Surveyor undergoes regular burns rather than drifting around the ever distant Sol.
The Surveyor races past the various rocky worlds and scattered debris at 100,000 km/hr—a speed that seems astonishingly fast until the realization sinks in that Earth’s orbital velocity around the Sun is roughly the same. This far out, though, and going so fast, the Surveyor has to undergo regular course corrections to avoid soaring off into interstellar space.
The Oort Cloud is a cosmic junkyard. The term cloud is a contradiction as the Oort is simultaneously both full and utterly empty. The distance between each of the trillions of icy fragments in the cloud is often far greater than that from the Earth to the Moon, or even Mars, making encounters rare. Rather than housing planets, the cloud is made up of chunks of ice and fractured boulders ranging from the size of a bus to a mountain. Should any two objects collide, or get close enough to become gravitationally entangled, one might swing inward toward the sun while the other soars out into interstellar space. Any icy blocks falling in toward Sol will take tens of thousands of years before they approach close enough to become comets.
Within the tiny Surveyor, Andretti fixes a waist strap in place. Elastic cords pull his legs up against the treadmill. They’re a poor substitute for gravity. The electric engine starts and the wide belt begins to move. Andretti fights against the elasticity in his waist band as he steps forward, slowly building to a run. After an hour or so, he and Masters will swap, and she’ll have the joy of exercising in weightlessness before they switch once again. Masters prefers the exercise bike, but it’s not enough to simply raise her heart rate. Each aspect of her physiology needs to be stressed to ensure she remains healthy.
Masters works with the controls of the Surveyor.
“Deploying buoy.” 
Andretti doesn’t reply. He’s already breathing hard and starting to sweat. She can smell his musky scent drifting through the cabin. Andretti runs a towel over his face, as in space, drops of sweat can shake loose and float through the craft.
Both the darkness and the light are liars.
There are no angels or devils.
Just the whims and flaws we all share.
Kindness and cruelty,
like the Roman god Janus,
are two sides of the same coin.
These creatures are neither cruel nor kind.
They’re just like us.
Masters releases an electronic buoy designed to settle into a stable orbit and provide ongoing coverage of the cloud. The ion engine fires, and the buoy starts its slow deceleration to match the orbital speed of the cloud. Within seconds, the soft blue glow of the engine fades and Masters is again alone in the darkness.
Andretti pounds on the treadmill, upside down from her perspective, running on the ceiling. His rhythm is hypnotic. Her eyes stare out at the star field. Her eyelids linger, and she struggles to focus on the console, something that’s not uncommon when she’s tired. Weightlessness distorts the shape of her eyeball, meaning it takes effort to stay focused. Relax and reality becomes a blur. Masters knows she should do something to stay awake. She should be alert. She should grab some synth-coffee and get a caffeine hit, but she blinks and fractions of a second become almost a minute. In that dazed, dreamlike state, she hears voices in her head.
How long will we remain in chains?
How long will this prison hold us bound?
Life teases us, tormenting us.
And yet life offers hope.
Life arises regardless.
From darkness to light.
From rocks to life.
From life to intelligence.
Time allows for all things.
Time tortures us. Time lies.
Time tells us here and now are eternal when they’re not.
“Did you say something?”
Masters feels giddy, a little sick. She releases her belt, turning in her seat. Although her head stops, her hair doesn’t, washing in front of her for a moment before gliding back.
Andretti has headphones in.
“I’m sure I heard something.”
The silence within the craft is unsettling. Fans whir softly, circulating air. Control panels glow with backlighting. The equipment around her looks exactly as it has for the past nineteen months, ever since they left the deep space port in orbit around Uranus.  Nothing has changed, and yet nothing is the same. Masters reaches out and touches at the console, wanting to assure herself of reality.
Is this our time? Has hope been reborn?
Or are these more lies?
One passed us by before, long ago.
A machine. Not alive.
This is different.
There is intelligence.
They seek.
They search.
They long to know.
She speaks to the darkness beyond the reinforced glass window.
“Who are you?”
Vertigo seizes her. Pain radiates through her skull. She winces. It’s as though someone has jabbed an ice pick behind her right eye.
Masters blinks and suddenly Andretti is floating inches from her head. He’s no longer inverted. The treadmill has been folded up and put away. Sweat beads on his forehead. Worry lines his brow. His lips are moving but there’s no sound. He touches her shoulder but she can’t feel anything.
Her vision blurs, and suddenly she’s looking at life through a keyhole. The Surveyor is horribly distorted, as is Andretti. His chin and then his nose, followed closely by his forehead seem suddenly elongated, only to shrink as though caught in a crazy house of mirrors. The ship itself appears to collapse into a sphere. Straight panels curve around her. Thin lights stretch into elongated arcs.
Fear seizes her mind.
She’s dying.
She doesn’t want this—no one ever does—but she has no choice. This body is no longer hers to command. Innumerable chemical reactions at a cellular level have sustained her life for thirty years, and now they’re failing. She can feel them surrendering to the darkness.
Masters blinks, closing her eyes for the briefest fraction of a second, but time betrays her. Darkness blots out reality, followed swiftly by a burst of light marking the break of dawn, and yet seconds have become hours. She opens her eyes to find herself strapped on a bed in the med-bay. A bot tends to her.
“Wh-What? Where—am—I?”
“Hey, easy.” Andretti sails over to her, pushing off the far wall of the craft and gliding from the main deck into the cramped medical quarters by the engine pod. Masters cranes her neck, wanting to look past him, trying to see through to the cockpit. The windows reveal only the bitter cold darkness of space.
“We’ve got to go back.”
“Back?” Andretti frowns. “We haven’t been anywhere.”
“I’ve got to go back. I must.”
“Back where? Do you know where you are?”
“I—I’m on the Surveyor.”
“We’re in the middle of a whole lot of nowhere, Jane.”
“You don’t understand.” She reaches for her head, feeling a compression bandage wrapped around her skull.
“Hey. Relax. Everything’s going to be okay. I’ve called in a medical emergency. We have clearance to return to Triton. They’re going to patch you up.”
She wrestles with the velcro strap holding her loosely against the bed.
“How long?”
“How long were you out? A day, maybe. Listen, you’ve suffered a inter cerebral hemorrhage. You’re lucky to be alive. Jeeves, here, was able to drill a burr-hole to release the pressure, and he’s synthesized an anti-epileptic drug, but this is all just cosmetic. You need surgery. Proper surgery.”
Masters pushes with her hands, drifting away from the bed. Vertigo strikes again. Whereas moments before she felt as though she was strapped to the floor, now she’s falling, drifting down from the ceiling like a feather gliding to the floor. Her distance vision is blurred. She can see Andretti fine, but beyond him the cockpit is a haze of lights.
“We’ve got to turn back.”
He tries to reason with her.
“We’re at least three months of hauling ass away from the forward base on Triton. It’s going to be tough enough keeping you alive without doubling back.”
“We must go back.”
Masters works hand over hand into the cockpit. Technically, Andretti is the commander, but she doesn’t care.
“I have to see it.”
“See what?”
Masters is guarded. She doesn’t reply. Andretti appeals for reason.
“This far out, our orbital window is limited. If we miss Neptune, we’ll have to swing in toward Jupiter, but even that’s a long shot as it’s already moving away from us. Mess around out here, and it’s a long road back to Earth.”
“We have to go back out there.” Masters pulls herself down into her cockpit seat and slips the harness over her shoulders.
“Why?” Andretti isn’t buckling up for a burn. He’s drifting sedately in a prone position, with his fingers gripping the back of his empty chair.
“There’s life out there.” 
“Out there?” He swings around, drifting over his seat in the same way a swimmer might circle within a pool. “You realize how crazy that sounds, right? We’re well over a trillion miles from Sol. There’s no heat this far out. No heat. No chemistry. The sun appears well over 10,000 times dimmer than it does on Earth.”
“I know. I know. Spare me the lecture.”
“We’re not out here to find life.”
“I know.”
“But?”
“But it’s out here.”
“And you know this because you had a stroke?”
“I—I heard them.”
“Heard who?” Andretti shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Jane. This is madness.”
“Just.” She’s lost for words, unsure how she can convince herself about what she heard, let alone him. “Think about why we’re out here. We’re surveying the cloud, mapping out future missions, right? Target selection. But why? In 2028, ESA found microbial life on Europa. In 2034, NASA found similar lifeforms beneath the ice on Enceladus.”
Andretti isn’t impressed by the history lesson but he listens nonetheless.
“Three isolated environments—Earth, Europa, Enceladus. Three samples using DNA/RNA coupling. Most of it primitive. The gunk on Enceladus isn’t even prokaryotic, but the lesson is clear. Prebiotic chemistry seeded the solar system, taking hold on one world and two moons. The only common feature: liquid water.”
Andretti is kind, letting her work through her logic. He’s not convinced, that’s clear from the intensity of his gaze, but he’s considerate.
“And so they send us out here on a hunch, dropping buoys to hunt for organic chemistry. We’re searching through the debris cast off by some long dead star, sifting through the rubble that seeded our solar system, looking for hints that life on Earth could predate Earth itself. Between Earth, Europa and Enceladus, we’ve got plenty of evidence for a common extra-solar origin, but what if there’s more? What if the debris holds evidence not just of microbial action, but complex life?”
Andretti drifts into a neutral position. Body language. Masters knows. In space, it takes effort to hold your form. When relaxed, the body adopts an almost fetal position, with the arms floating up. Andretti isn’t ignoring her. He’s deeply considering her point, trying to work through it himself. He speaks with slow deliberation.
“You suffered a medical emergency—a clot at the base of your brain.” He’s not being critical, or doubting her, just stating facts. “You almost died.”
“Before that—I heard something.”
“What? What could you have heard? How could you hear something when sound requires a medium like air? How could you hear something alien spoken in English?”
“I don’t know.”
“Memory is a fickle thing. We recall what we want to remember. We magnify. We enhance. We elaborate. We amplify. How can you be sure what actually happened in that moment?”
“I can’t. Which is why we need to go back.”
“You could die. You know that, right?”
“I could die at any point in the next three months between here and Triton.”
Andretti nods. “Yep. You could, and if you do, I’ll stow your body outside in a bag.”
He brings up a navigation display with a catalog of survey points highlighted within the hologram. A thin line curves away from the central zone, heading toward the inner system, marking their motion vector. He backtracks, comparing logs to determine where they were when he first noticed her medical condition.
“Somewhere in there.”
“What have we got in the region?”
“Nothing fancy. Ice clusters. Volatiles. Methane. Ethane. Carbon monoxide. Hydrogen cyanide. Trace amounts of ammonia. A few base amino acids. Nothing we haven’t seen around a thousand other fragments. Nothing complex.”
“There’s got to be something.” Masters pans through the hologram, remembering she launched a buoy immediately beforehand. She brings up the data relayed to them. “There.”
“What. I don’t see anything.”
“Exactly. Look deeper. Look at what’s not there. The debris field is broad in this region, but it’s consistent. Back there, though, there’s nothing for almost 10AU. That’s a distance greater than from Earth and Saturn.”
Andretti mumbles, “Something’s thinning out that section of the cloud. But what? There’s nothing out here.”
He increases the magnification on the survey results. Out on the fringe of the dataset there’s a blur. Darkness. A section of the star field has been slightly obscured from view.
“Is that?” Masters doesn’t say what she’s thinking for fear of sounding stupid.
Andretti laughs. “You may well have just found Planet X.”
Masters is silent.
“The readings are faint. It’s dark—not giving off much in the electromagnetic spectrum, but there’s something there. A nice big fat gravity well at least.”
“Rocky?”
“Too big for rocks.” Andretti is excited. “Ice giant. Smaller than Neptune, but a helluva lot bigger than Pluto. Damn. We’ve found a planet.”
You has become we, but Masters doesn’t care. They’re both risking their lives out here. They both deserve credit.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but forget about what you think you heard—we’ve found a goddamn planet!” 
He pulls himself down into his seat. “You’re sure about this, right? You’re sure you want to go back?”
“Yes.”
“Let’s turn this thing around.”
Andretti plots a course back into the cloud, diving deeper into uncharted space.
Masters runs analytics.
“Looking at the orbital velocities, I think these fragments in the foreground are trojans, caught in orbital resonance with the ice giant. The planet is at least another 20AU beyond our initial flight path.”
“We’ll come in wide and let her gravity pull us into orbit.”
Andretti sends a communique to Triton. Given the time delay due to messages traveling at the speed of light, it’ll be at least a day before he gets a reply. He fires the thrusters, spinning the craft around so it’s facing backwards.
“Command is not going to be happy about ignoring a medical emergency but we’ll be in orbit around Planet X by then.”
“Fine by me.” Masters reviews the logs and pings the buoy for an update, wanting it to send any additional data it’s collected. She reviews the data they already have. “It’s dark alright. Computer modeling suggests a maximum albedo around one percent.”
“Like a lump of coal.”
“Yep.”
Andretti goes through his checklist, preparing to backtrack, talking through each item with Masters. Once she’s satisfied, she gives him a formal, “We are Go for maneuver A-107.” As with all deep space flights, logs are transmitted back to Europa so it’s important to follow procedure. If anything goes wrong and the flight is lost, it’ll make it easier for investigators to piece together what happened. 
“Firing in three, two, one.”
A rumble from beneath pushes her gently into her seat. Pressure builds, maxing out at three times the gravity felt on Earth. It’s fast, but not horribly uncomfortable, and nothing like the bone jarring launches from Florida. How long they hold the burn, and in which direction is all subject to computer calculations based on the insertion point Andretti identified around their mysterious planet. Once the burn stops, it’s a matter of coasting through space. There will be a braking maneuver to enter orbit, but beyond that, it’s a waiting game.
There’s little in the way of talk between them beyond the occasional question about flight metrics, but even those seem to be probing questions from Andretti making sure Masters is lucid.
Andretti turns to her as the engines finally cut out. “You okay?” She knows what he means. Physically, undertaking a burn while having suffered from a blood clot isn’t a smart idea, but he means more than that. Is she really sure she wants to go through this again? Too late. If there is something out there that somehow affected her health, she could relapse. Was her seizure simply fortuitous? Was any of what she heard real? Or is this simply serendipitous? A daydream that coincided with discovery? What will the history books say about this moment?
“I’m good.”
“Either way, you need to be on blood thinners, and I want you wearing a pressure monitor. If there is something about this planet that caused your seizure, I don’t want to risk triggering it again.”
Masters agrees, loosening her belt. She heads for the med-bay. Andretti calls out after her.
“For now, there’s nothing more to be done. Why don’t you get some sleep?”
“Sleep?”
“You need to rest.”
He’s right. Masters takes some meds and lowers the lights in the rear compartment, working her way into a sleeping bag.
“Sweet dreams.”
She smiles, but doesn’t reply.
Andretti doesn’t believe she actually heard something. If he did, he’d have asked what was said to her. His only interest is in the planet, but for her there’s something else going on. She doesn’t feel tired, but drifts off to sleep anyway with a few words bouncing around inside her head.
They seek.
They search.
They long to know.




Fractures
“Hey, sleepyhead.”
Andretti checks a bio-monitor beside Masters.
A muscle spasm ripples through her body, shaking her awake. It takes Masters a moment to orient herself. Waking in space is akin to dreaming about falling, only instead of waking before she hits the rocks at the bottom of some ethereal cliff, Masters wakes to find herself still falling, and that’s confusing, if only for a moment.
“You okay?”
“Ah—yeah.”
“You were out for almost two days.”
Masters ruffles her hair, feeling the unruly mess wave through the air free from the constraints of gravity.
“I’m going to need to change your bandage.”
Masters ignores his concern. Contrary to her recent experience, she’s invincible.
“Where are we?”
“Oh, yeah.” Andretti grins. “We’re in orbit.”
Her eyes light up. “You brought us in?”
“Long slow burn. Didn’t want to wake you.”
Masters pulls herself out of her sleeping bag, only the loose material isn’t accommodating and scrunches up around her feet. With a few flicks, she’s as free as a bird, and soars into the cockpit.
“Tell me.”
Andretti laughs, enjoying her enthusiasm.
“Well, she’s sitting out at around 28,000 AU, so she’s well outside the Kuiper Belt. I haven’t figured out the orbital period, but it’s going to be upwards of a hundred thousand years, at least. Oh, and get this, her eccentricity is 57 degrees—well beyond the ecliptic.”
Masters stares at the black sphere hanging in space before them.
“So she’s extra-solar.”
“Yep. Or she was. She’s caught in Sol’s gravity well. Must have been here from the beginning. Not only have we found a new planet, we’ve found one that predates the solar system itself!”
“Oh, my…”
“She’s got a diameter of just over 30,000 km, so almost three times the size of Earth. Radar imaging shows what could be a solid core, but I won’t know for sure until we release an atmospheric probe. Cloud composition is 64% hydrogen, 15% helium, 12% nitrogen dioxide and 9% trifluoronitrosomethane—it’s the last two that make her so damn dark. Wind speeds around the equator are 400 km/hr, but get this… the temperature is -250C. Barely 23 degrees above absolute zero. At -260C even hydrogen will freeze solid. If this thing cools any more it won’t be an ice giant, it’ll be an iceberg.”
Masters is fascinated. “We need to get that atmospheric probe deployed. There’s got to be internal heat driving those clouds and stopping her from freezing solid.”
Andretti checks a readout. “Can’t be much. Nothing like what’s driving Saturn and Jupiter. There’s not much in the way of a magnetic field. She’s much smaller than either Neptune or Uranus, so I doubt there’s liquid iron at the core. Silicon, maybe?”
There’s movement.
There’s light.
There’s just one vessel, but they are coming.
Masters flicks through the holographic composite images built up by the Horizon Surveyor over the past few hours.
“What are you looking for?”
“Moons.”
“Moons? Why do you care about moons? We’ve found a planet!”
Masters points. “Because we’re not going to find them down there.”
“Whoah. Wait a minute. Them? You still think there was something more to your little incident?”
“They spoke to me.”
She wants to add, “Just now,” but thinks better of it.
“Nobody spoke to you, Jane. Listen, I know this is hard to accept, but the mind plays tricks on us all.”
Masters ignores him, examining the data set. There are four moons. Three of them are little more than captured asteroids, similar to Phobos and Deimos—the rocks in orbit around Mars. The fourth, though, is large enough to achieve hydrostatic equilibrium and so is spherical in appearance. Much like Earth’s moon, craters scar the surface, only the readout tells her this moon is carbonaceous, being almost as dark as the mysterious planet it orbits. Several impacts have exposed subsurface ice, leaving white debris scattered across the rocky terrain.
“Look, I get it. You heard something. I’m not doubting that. I just think you should consider the possibility that what you heard was somehow fabricated by your own mind. The subconscious can play tricks on the best of us. You nearly died back there. It’s not uncommon for the mind to weave illusions, to cling to anything other than reality in that moment. Some people see bright lights, others dark tunnels, or they hear the voice of loved ones.”
“It’s not like that.” Masters focuses on one of the smaller moons. She zooms in, examining the surface detail. 
“What was it like?” Andretti holds onto a rail above her head. She doubts his intention is to intimidate her, but he’s towering over her.
“They know we’re out here.”
“And you heard this? You heard them speaking English. Do you know how crazy that sounds?”
“Oh, I know.” Masters can’t blame him for being skeptical. She’s having trouble believing herself, and yet she’s convinced by the timing of events. She heard the voices before anything happened, not after, and then again, just moments ago. Either she’s certifiably insane or an alien species is appealing to her through telepathy. Those cryptic sentences can’t be a reaction to what happened to her—they just can’t.
Is this our salvation?
Or destruction?
What will come of such contact?
What of their wars?
Will one rise above another?
This is the end, but of what?
Our enslavement or our very lives?
Masters finds it hard to focus with the voices bouncing around inside her head. Words come in waves. Sometimes just a whisper. At other points, they shout at her, maddening, confused, and angry.
How is this possible? She understands why Andretti is skeptical. Her own scientific training would dismiss such a concept had she not experienced it herself. Is that the real problem? Is this how madness takes hold? Shouldn’t reason triumph over experience?
Perspectives are misleading. Sitting on the deck of her parents’ home in Montana, it’s easy to see the Sun rise high overhead when reason tells her the Sun barely moved as Earth spun on its axis. Is that what’s happening here? Perhaps Andretti is right and she’s being deceived by her own limited perspective.
What’s next? Ghosts and vampires? Is she at the point where she’ll believe anything her subconscious clings to? But the mind is physical. It’s an organ governed by electrical impulses, intricately constructed with billions of neural connections passing charged ions in a complex tapestry of chemical reactions that causes consciousness to arise. Is it really that surprising that the mind could be subject to electromagnetic induction? Just as thoughts arise internally, could they not spring forth from some external current? A magnetic field in tune with her subconscious?
“There!”
She points at one of the smaller moons. The survey results reveal a coarse rocky asteroid in roughly the shape of an elongated pyramid, with a base covering four million square meters, spanning approximately three kilometers on each side. The fractured pyramid is almost twelve kilometers long, making it appear as though it has been cut from the heart of a planet—a splinter torn from the mantle of some long dead world. Computer modeling estimates the mass at nine billion metric tonnes. To Masters, it’s the Matterhorn adrift in space. Over countless eons, gravity has oriented the moon so its base faces the planet, with the lofty peak jutting out into space.
In that moment, she sees something unnatural.
“Look.”
“No—fucking—way.”
The curved base of the moon is covered in complex stone structures, half-buried in dust and devastated by meteor strikes, but they’re undoubtedly artificial. After billions of years, the view is reminiscent of the devastation caused during the firebombing of Dresden, or perhaps even the battlefields of the Somme. There are few if any standing structures, but the debris is arranged in an orderly grid, suggesting something that must equate to streets, where the rocks and rubble are shallow. The mounds that form each city block hold the skeleton of what appear to be buildings, with a few archways and walls still standing, some curved, others turning at right angles.
The layout within the alien city is like that of an archery target, or perhaps a bicycle wheel with spokes converging on the center. Multiple concentric rings mark thoroughfares wrapping around a cathedral-like structure at the heart of the ruins. A dark spire rises hundreds of feet above the city.
Masters plots a maneuver to bring the Horizon Surveyor into orbit around the moon. Dozens of metrics dance before her within a hologram, marking the delta-v—the change in terms of fuel, relative speed and orientation.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“We have to go down there.”
Andretti is adamant. “We have to report this.”
“We’re already streaming. In a few hours, they’ll know everything we do, but it’ll take them months to get out here. What do you want to do? Wait?”
“We should get their advice.”
Masters shakes her head. “They’re dying down there. Don’t you get that?”
“If there’s anyone down there, they’re already dead. They have to be.”
“They’re not.”
“Oh, that’s right, you know this because you suffered a brain hemorrhage and heard them speak—in English!”
“It’s the other way around, Dario.” Masters isn’t intimidated by Andretti, and yet she doesn’t want to let on that she can still hear them. Lies aren’t black and white, they’re a murky indistinct grey. Jane’s determined to be honest about what happened while in deep space, but feels it’s not wise to mention what she just heard as she’s still trying to process that herself. “I heard them first. I heard them well before I suffered that seizure.”
“And you don’t think that’s cause for caution? Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say, somehow they reached out to you. Don’t you find it alarming that they almost killed you?”
“They will die if we don’t do something!”
“No. They won’t. If they’ve survived out here for billions of years, who’s to say they couldn’t keep going for a billion more?”
Masters is frustrated, but she senses something in his voice. Doubt. Uncertainty.
“You’re afraid.”
“Oh, don’t make this about me.”
“You’re worried about what we’ll find down there.”
“They could be hostile.”
Masters toys with him. “Oh, I get it. You’ve seen this movie before, right? Derelict spaceship. Aliens bursting out of eggs. Come on, Dario. That’s fucking make-believe. Basing this decision on a Hollywood script is like sailing the Atlantic based on Gulliver’s Travels. Come on. You’re better than that.”
Andretti is unusually quiet, so she presses the point.
“What? Did Mommy have to leave a light on in the hallway?”
He laughs.
She smiles. “Don’t worry. I’ll hold your hand.”
Andretti shakes his head in disbelief, sliding into the cockpit beside her and securing his seatbelt.
“You’d better.”
“That a boy.” Masters punches in the navigation commands.
“Seriously, though. You know command is going to read us the riot act, right?”
“We’re well within our rights to explore. Maritime law was used in the discovery of EL-5523.”
“That was an asteroid being mined for precious metals. This is an entire planet, a bunch of moons, and what could be an extraterrestrial archeological site.”
“We’ll take a look. Record everything, and pull back. This is history in the making.”
“If I get an alien stuck to my face or turn into a space zombie, you’re the first one I’m coming after.”
Masters just grins and engages the thrusters.
Light amplifiers built into the heads-up display allow them to see the moon as they swing around the planet and into the sunlight. As the fractured moon sits almost a hundred thousand kilometers away from the planet, they have to wait for their elongated orbit to bring them in sync with this strange seemingly artificial satellite. For the next hour, there’s nothing to do beyond stare in awe at the vast planet and review what scant data they have.
Cyclonic storms swirl around the equator of the ice giant, kicking bluish white clouds into the stratosphere where they merge with the black bands at higher latitudes. To Masters, it’s like watching someone stir a small dollop of cream into black coffee.
The silence is unnerving. Masters puts on some music—Chopin’s piano Nocturnes, but the eerie tones and gentle cadence lends to rather than removes the mystique. Andretti doesn’t say anything, but she’s sure he’d rather be listening to hard rock.
Masters raises a question for which she already knows the answer.
“Shouldn’t one of us stay with the Surveyor?”
She’s giving Andretti an out if he wants it, but she knows him well enough to realize he’d never let her go out there alone, and not just because of some irrational fear of monsters. The chance of her becoming disoriented or even disabled if she has another seizure is too great. He must know he’d never talk her out of going. Medically, it’s madness, as she’ll be in a 5 PSI pure oxygen environment within her suit, something that equates to standing on top of Everest. They both know the routine—deep vein clotting is a real threat. Even a gradual pressure change could be enough to dislodge any internal coagulation and lead to an embolism, but she doesn’t care. She’s too excited to worry. Jane hasn’t said as much to him, but for her this is the chance of a dozen lifetimes, and one she cannot pass by. He seems to realize that as his response is far more chirpy than she expects.
“Well, no one’s going to steal our spaceship, now are they?”
She laughs. It’s fake and they both know it, but neither cares.
On approaching the moon, the Horizon Surveyor undergoes a braking maneuver, departing one gravity well and falling into another. Given the tortured shape of the moon, their orbit is irregular, forming a figure eight, passing closest to the needle-like tip protruding into deep space before swinging out wide above the city and then back again. Small talk passes between them, but nothing more is said beyond their professionalism as pilots and explorers.
Once they settle into their new orbit, they begin preparing the drop ship. Masters can barely contain her excitement.
“Coming up on the insertion point for the shuttle.”
She isn’t telling Andretti anything he doesn’t already know. She’s speaking for the black box recording their cockpit conversation. It’s not just what’s said, but how it’s said and the lack of any negative connotations that will be telling to anyone reviewing the audio. There’s no dissent. Andretti might protest, but when it comes to taking action, he’s engaged. He’s not going to sit on the sidelines.
They suit up, donning lightweight flight gear. This far from the Sun, the biggest danger is cosmic radiation, which is so energetic any shielding magnifies rather than dampens the effect so the suits don’t even pretend to protect them from that kind of exposure. Cosmic rays are a bit like the white ball in a game of snooker. Once that one ball slams into the carefully constructed rack, dozens of balls go flying everywhere in utter chaos. The Horizon Surveyor generates a magnetic field to protect them during regular flight, but the shuttle will leave them exposed. Their flight suits are designed to maintain a comfortable pressure and temperature, but little more than that, only being good for short-duration spacewalks.
The two astronauts huddle inside the descent vehicle. The hatch closes automatically behind them. After strapping in, Andretti initiates separation, based on the timing provided by the central computer. As they drop away from the Surveyor, the city begins to unfold beneath them.
During their descent, the two astronauts breathe purified oxygen within the cabin. The pressure slowly reduces, preparing their bodies for the low pressure within their suits during the surface excursion. Once they acclimatize, both astronauts lower their visor faceplates. From here, they proceed on internal power and oxygen recycling as a precaution against any sudden decompression should the craft crash. Normally, Masters finds working in spacesuits cumbersome and tiring, but this time she barely notices the extra effort.
The shuttle is designed for mining, and has dozens of instruments ranging from spectrometers and electromagnetic sensors to radar imaging. Their craft glides quietly over the ruins of the alien city, scanning the rubble and relaying data back to the Surveyor where it will be batched and sent on to the research hub in orbit around Neptune. Masters activates the hull lights. As there’s no atmosphere and low gravity, they can sail close to the surface without fear of crashing.
“Let’s get a good look at this thing.”
Andretti brings the shuttle into powered flight, looping around the cathedral. Dozens of closely knit spires reach up hundreds of feet above the moon. Several have broken, having collapsed to the surface in some other epoch, but at least one still reaches its original height. There are numerous pits in the side of the spire, reminiscent of windows, but they’re ovals rather than rectangles. Instead of butting up against each other as they would in a terrestrial skyscraper, they’re separated by a regular interval of ten feet and twist in a spiral. It’s as though, on the inside of the spire, there are no floors, just a continual staircase slowly winding tighter as it goes higher.
“Nothing on EM in either infrared or ultraviolet. Radar imaging is showing a hollow subsurface. Lots of tunnels.”
Masters zooms in on the preliminary readings. “Looks like a honeycomb down there.”
“What’s that in the center?”
“Some kind of hub?”
“Bringing us in closer.”
For someone with misgivings about their flight, Andretti maintains his professionalism.
“There’s a slight concentration of alpha particles coming off the structure. A little gamma. Nothing serious.”
“Look at that.” Masters points at what appears to be a courtyard adjacent to the cathedral. “No debris.”
“That is interesting!”
“Twenty panels lined up, all pointing in the same direction.”
“Solar array?”
“Maybe.”
For Andretti, curiosity has replaced fear, at least for now.
“Bringing us down.”
The shuttle circles the compound.
Thick snake-like wires run in bundles from the panels, converging before disappearing into the rubble.
The shuttle rights itself, and their view out the cockpit window is of the upper portion of the cathedral as they come in to land. Numerous cameras provide footage of their descent. Andretti talks through the approach, no doubt wanting to confirm details for the scientists who will watch this back in the lab.
“Landing gear down… Gravitational field is zero point eight meters per second. Take a good run up, and you could jump clear of this thing... Twenty meters... Kicking up dust.”
Rather than swirling around them in a fog, the fine dust particles are sprayed outward, sweeping away from them and clearing the landing area.
“No atmosphere. Checking for obstructions, ground composition and structural integrity.”
He runs a scan, probing the dark shadows.
“Holding at ten meters.”
Andretti is clinical. To anyone listening, not seeing them descending into the alien structure, he sounds as calm as someone on a training run.
Due to the light gravity, the thrust required to hover is minimal, and the shuttle drifts with its dangly legs protruding like those of a metallic spider. The glow from the engine is barely visible on the edge of one of their camera shots.
Masters provides an update on the scan. “I show a solid surface, slightly uneven. Radar imaging suggests bedrock beneath the LZ.”
“Proceeding with caution.”
Masters bites her lip, not wanting to distract him. She watches dozens of metrics highlighting their altitude, attitude, rate of descent, lateral motion, distance to nearby objects, rock composition in the landing zone and the computer’s recommendation for the best landing spot.
Andretti eases the shuttle lower.
Seconds pass like hours.
“Contact light… Tether away.”
A harpoon fires from beneath the craft, digging into the rocky surface. The anchor is mechanical, designed to screw itself into the loose regolith on an asteroid. It burrows beneath the rock and the slack on the wire goes taut.
“Bringing us in.... and… touchdown. We are down. Repeat. We have landed. Main engine shutdown. Contingency abort armed. No subsidence. Craft is stable at zero meters. We’re on the surface.”
With a bit more time, Andretti would probably have had something profound to say, but in the rush of the moment, with adrenaline surging through both of their veins, the vigor in his voice is enough to capture the tension of the moment. He looks at Masters from behind his visor and smiles. She offers a thumbs up.
With the shuttle firmly settled on the moon, there are a number of procedures to go through before they can conduct their EVA.
Masters talks through the checklist.
“Fuel cells are green. Life support green. Navigation green. Engines are online and primed for rapid departure. Communications array is in the green. Confirm receipt of data relay with the Horizon Surveyor—we are sending and receiving in the clear. I concur with Commander Andretti. Craft is stable. Radiation negligible. Thermal exchange is in the green. We’ve achieved vacuum within the cabin. We are good to go. EVA is go.”
The shuttle is small, barely the size of a cargo van and lacks a dedicated airlock. With the internal environment equalized to match the near-vacuum state on the desiccated moon, Andretti opens the hatch.
“It’s 11:47 on day 183 of the Horizon Surveyor’s deep cloud mission and the hatch is open. Local time is plus 18 minutes from touchdown. We are proceeding onto the surface.”
Spotlights on the hull of the craft flood the scattered debris, casting deep shadows on the walls of the vast courtyard. The pull of gravity is akin to gently sinking within a swimming pool, causing Andretti to drift to the surface. His boots skim over the rocks, barely touching them as he steps away from the craft.
Masters follows, stepping out and allowing the moon to pull her close. She seems to rest rather than stand on the surface. Within her helmet, the hiss of oxygen and her own manic breathing betray the natural sense of fear she feels—the unknown both terrifies and excites her. Focus is needed. She slows her breathing. Looking around, she sees beyond her own concerns and is thrilled to walk on alien soil. Another intelligence inhabits this tiny moon, and curiosity overwhelms her nerves.
She crouches, examining an intricate pattern on the tiles covering the courtyard. Fine lines interweave themselves in symmetrical shapes, almost like a hair braid. She wonders about the creatures that once inhabited this fragment of a lost world.
“Well, they had an eye for aesthetics.”
“That’s good, right?” Andretti keeps his back to the craft, looking up at the thin spires reaching above the ruins. Now that the astronauts are on the surface the walls seem much larger and more imposing.
The tiles around Masters are uneven, but it wasn’t always this way. Various slabs have lifted as the ground inched in different directions over time scales that defies belief. Once, this enclosure teemed with life. The multiple doorways suggest it was a thoroughfare, and she wonders about the purpose of the cathedral. Could it be a relic of religious practices? Or perhaps its purpose was political? Something like a palace? Being central to the city, it could have been practical, acting as a marketplace.
Andretti distracts her.
“What do you make of those panels?”
Masters scoots over to examine the array they observed from orbit. The slightest flex of her legs propels her easily ten yards, and she has to dial back her strength. In micro-gravity there’s a danger of toppling onto the ruins. With the dust blown away by the shuttle’s exhaust, the remaining rocks are sharp and jagged.
She examines the panels.
“They appear to be photoelectric.”
Andretti comes up beside her. “Maybe. But what good are solar panels this far out from the sun?”
“Look at the cables. They’re an afterthought—not part of the original structure. They’re not as old as the walls.”
“I guess they use them for power. Better than nothing.”
The two astronauts follow the cables.
“Life needs energy. Perhaps this is how they’ve survived.”
Andretti isn’t convinced. He stops and allows the lights on the side of his helmet to illuminate a crumbling archway.
“Looks like a crypt to me.”
Rather than walking into the ruins, the two astronauts swim forward, pulling on rocks as they push off the surface and slowly bounce along. They’re both letting out a thin filament of fluorescent wire, marking their path, but knowing it will limit them to just over a hundred yards.
“Any ideas about their physiology?”
Masters looks around her at the hallway sloping down into the darkness.
“Dunno. I mean, what could you make of human physiology by studying St. Paul’s Cathedral or Shanghai airport?”
Andretti stays close. He sounds nervous.
“I can’t imagine this was their original home. Why live here? Why not soar off into space?”
Masters examines a raised relief on the wall, but it offers no clues about its maker.
“Resources? There’s plenty to mine.”
“Maybe.”
They proceed slowly down a hallway buried in darkness, descending into the bowels of the moon, following the cables. Their spotlights seem feeble, barely illuminating the rubble before them. As they reach the end of their tether lines, they drift into an antechamber opening out into a vast hollow dome. Starlight comes in through collapsed portions of the ceiling.
Circular terraces fall away in front of the astronauts, leading down toward what could be a stage, but it’s obscured by the darkness. Cables snake their way across the floor, reaching an altar set in the heart of the vast amphitheater.
Andretti tugs on his filament.
“End of the line.”
Masters unclips, which brings a predictable response from her commander.
“You’re not—”
He never finishes his sentence.
I’m hungry.
Starving.
We need to feed.
So little time. We need so much.
Conserve your strength, my friends. They are coming.
“Tell me you heard that.”
Andretti doesn’t answer. Masters catches his face in her spotlights. His eyes go wide. His cheeks are pale, drained of blood.
“Commander?”
Andretti begins drawing in his tether, pulling himself back to the shuttle as the winch on his waist winds in the thin filament.
“Andretti??? You can’t leave me here.”
He pauses by the tunnel, turning his back to the darkness as he faces her.
“W—We need to get the hell out of here while we still can.”
I can feel their life force.
They’re close. So close.
Soon we will feed again.
Masters yells at Andretti, watching as he rounds a corner and his lights fade.
“Dariooooo!”
There’s a sense of irony in talking over a radio in that he can reply to her as though he was still standing beside her.
“I—I can’t do this. Pull back. That’s an order.”
Patience, my friends.
Wait. Be still.
There will be time later.
So near. So close.
I can taste them.
There is power. Energy.
Masters turns, allowing her spotlights to ripple over the inside of the vast dome. Images have been carved into the walls. Shadows accentuate the forms. Creatures with long spindly arms and bulbous bodies have been arrayed in a variety of positions—an action scene frozen in time. Aliens clamber over each other with various instruments held between what appear to be multifaceted mandibles. Jane runs her gloved hand over the wall. What should be a smooth, marble-like surface is heavily pitted. Whereas once these were sharply defined carvings, now they’re eroded, with soft edges after the passage of billions of years.
We will rise again.
We will escape this prison.
We can never escape. 
Over the top of the voices, Masters hears Andretti breathing hard as he flees for the shuttle. Given the low gravity, that can only mean he’s panicked. Masters, though, is calm. She’s lucid, and that allows her to think clearly.
“They can’t hear us.”
“What?”
“We can hear them, but they can’t hear us.”
“Wh—How do you know that?”
Masters has lost all trace of fear. She steps down toward the stone altar on the low stage some forty feet away. Each step is undertaken in slow motion as gravity struggles to keep up with her boots.
“Everything we’ve heard. It’s one-way traffic. They’re talking among themselves—not to us.”
“You need to get out of there, Jane.”
Masters ignores him, gliding forward, following the cables from the array as she makes her way toward a series of faint blue lights.
Three bodies lie on what appears to be a concrete slab. Each has six limbs, but they’re grouped together, lying beside a bulbous body, strung out together. Ribs are visible in the distended torsos. Dull eyes stare at the ceiling. They’re corpses. Death, it seems, is universal in its hatred of life. Skin clings to desiccated remains, withering in the cold vacuum. She reaches out a gloved hand, touching lightly at one of the limbs. Ash drifts from her fingertips. A bone slips from a socket and the leg rolls to one side, crumbling as it breaks apart.
“Are you seeing this?”
Andretti doesn’t respond, but he’s got to be looking at her camera feed.
“They’re mummified. You were right. They’re dead.”
“Then—what did we hear?”
With a light kick of her boots, Masters propels herself to the other end of the altar. Cables reach from the floor, dividing between the three creatures and wrapping around their heads, following the contour of each skull, barely visible in the soft light.
“Shrink wrapped?”
“Do—Not—Touch—That—Thing.”
Masters understands Andretti’s concern, but she feels compelled to reach out and touch the death masks. Her gloved hand hovers, unsure whether she’s imagining some invisible force field surrounding them. It is as though she’s on the verge of breaking a barrier. She runs her fingers through the air, sensing the energy below.
The masks are thin, clinging to each face, highlighting what she imagines are cheeks, jaws, ears, perhaps eye sockets and even a mouth. The bilateral symmetry isn’t that dissimilar to terrestrial creatures, with each side a mirror of the other.
Slowly, her fingers descend. Sparks leap between her gloves and the mask, but there’s a sense of wonder rather than fear. On contact, she feels a tingle run through her body. Even with her insulated gloves and rubber boots, there’s enough electricity to cause the tiny hairs on her arms to stand on end.
A rush of emotion overwhelms her. She feels rather than thinks, being swamped by a surge of love, hatred, anger, joy, relief, pain and pleasure. Her first reaction is to recoil at the sensory overload, but she maintains contact.
“Hello?”
Hello.
Unlike the voices in her head, there’s only a solitary reply—one word repeated back to her. Seems they’re nervous. Given how vulnerable they are, that’s understandable.
“Who are you?” 
Us?
We’re the living dead.
The last of our kind.
She recognizes the voices. Three distinct personalities matching the conversations she heard on the Horizon Surveyor.
“We heard you. We were in deep space, mapping the debris left over from the formation of our solar system, and there you were—talking.”
You’re from Earth?
“You seem surprised.”
We saw a ship approach.
We guessed. We hoped.
But we did not know.
“I—How is this possible? I mean, you’re speaking English. How?”
We have waited for so long.
We have listened to your kind.
We have time to learn all things.
“How did you??? I have so many questions. Where did you come from? How did you get here? How long have you been here?”
We have watched your system since life first bloomed in turbulent seas.
We were trapped, caught in the explosion of a dying star.
Not us, but our ancestors.
Much death and darkness.
So little to hold to.
So long to wait.
“The death of your star gave rise to ours?”
Yes. Darkness brought forth light.
Our species fled to the stars, but not all escaped.
We were given up. Assumed dead. Lost in time.
“You were abandoned.”
Slowly, resources dwindled. Life suffered.
Our equipment failed. Biology betrayed us.
Time denies all species their right to life.
Masters understands a little of what they’re describing. On Earth, there are minimum viable population sizes for endangered species. This alien race was stranded, unable to adapt, with just enough resources to survive, but not enough to flee.
“You evolved into a bottleneck.”
Her gloved fingers run gently over the mask, feeling the contours.
“And this?”
We were dying.
We were out of options. This was our last recourse.
We have existed in this state longer than your species has walked upright.
“You’re on life support.”
Light flickers over the corpses. Andretti comes up beside her, bounding slowly through the vacuum. Even though he’s not physically connected with the alien creatures, he can hear her over the radio and hear them telepathically.
“What can we do to help?”
They can’t hear him.
“Is there anything we can do?”
In her heart, Masters already knows the answer—no telepathy required. The sight before her makes it obvious. The last vestiges of a lost alien society have come to an end in these three creatures struggling to survive, a candle flickering at the end of its life. Their biology is so radically different. The technological void between humanity and these creatures spans billions of years. There’s no hope of resurrecting them, only of sustaining them, putting them at ease, allowing them to die having seen the dawn of a new day as another intelligent species reaches out into space. Masters feels emotions surging through her. There’s satisfaction. It is enough for them to pass the torch of civilization to another.
Energy will sustain this shell.
To have touched your kind is all we ask.
Life seeks light.
“We can help with energy. We have broad spectrum lights on the hull of our ship. We can boost your solar panels. That’ll help. Perhaps, given time, our scientists can figure out how to do more.”
From the darkness, we thank you.
There’s nothing more said. Masters and Andretti stand there silently for what feels like an eternity, only an eternity is what these creatures have already endured. This is but a flicker in time. What for Jane feels like an aching silence is rest for the aliens.
Andretti turns toward the tunnel. “Lets get those lights set up.”
Masters lifts her hand before replying as it only seems kind to allow them some quiet. “Yeah.”
In retrospect, she realizes something important. The voices she heard came in clusters. For hours, nothing was said. At the time, she didn’t think anything of it, but now she understands—they’re exhausted. It takes all their energy to simply communicate with each other.
From the darkness, we thank you.
Those words haunt her as she moves through the decimated ruins, making her way back to the shuttle. For these creatures, robbed of their natural senses by the demise of their bodies, darkness is all they know.
The lights on the side of her helmet cause her pupils to contract, meaning even once she emerges near her craft, all she sees is an inky black sky. Darkness. Andretti is already at work detaching a nuclear battery and setting up mining lights on thin stands, but they seem feeble compared to the darkness.
Like the nuclear furnace raging inside the heart of a star, life itself fights against the darkness. Life cannot win, but for now the darkness has lost. For this brief moment in time, the light of life shines a little brighter.  
The End




Afterword
All good science fiction is in someway grounded in science, even if it’s speculative.
Could there really be an undiscovered Planet X still lurking somewhere on the edge of our solar system? Current estimates are that there are between 150 and 400 objects roughly the size of Pluto out there in the Kuiper Belt and beyond in the Oort Cloud. Could there be another ice giant to rival Neptune or Uranus? Perhaps. Could there be a planet that’s as black as coal?  Possibly.
When we look at the motion of asteroids on the outer fringes of the solar system, well beyond the orbit of Pluto, we see erratic, eccentric orbits that suggest there’s another potentially massive planet out there hidden in the darkness.
Could life have arisen outside our solar system?
Maybe.
Panspermia is the idea that life on Earth may have originated outside our solar system. At first, this might seem like the plot for a bad sci-fi movie, but there is indirect evidence for the concept. This doesn’t mean aliens have visited Earth or deliberately seeded our planet, but rather that through natural processes, organic material from around some long dead star may have rained down on Earth shortly after the planet formed.
In 2017, our solar system was visited by an alien object—not aliens themselves, but what appeared to be a cigar-shaped asteroid traveling toward the sun from outside the ecliptic. Astronomers renamed 1l/2017 UI giving it the Hawaiian name Oumuamua, meaning ’a messenger from afar arriving first.’
Remarkably, astronomers were able to identify a number of Oumuamua’s physical characteristics. Oumuamua wasn’t a comet as even when heated to 550F by the sun no surface ice boiled off, and so no comet tail developed. What’s more, none of the normal minerals associated with asteroids in our solar system were present. Using the William Herschel Telescope, Professor Alan Fitzsimmons observed, “a dark-red carbon gunk—a thick layer of chemically organic residue,” although it should be pointed out that does not mean organic life, but simply organic compounds.
As Oumuamua is racing away from us at 18 miles per second, there’s no chance of reaching it or studying it in more detail, but we have found evidence of other extra-solar visitors reaching Earth.
The Hypatia stones from Egypt are meteorite fragments that contain microscopic mineral compounds not found anywhere else on Earth, or in any meteorites or comets within our solar system. The ratios of carbon, silicon, aluminum and iron are all wrong, unlike anything in orbit around our sun. Like Oumuamua, it seems Hypatia originated from outside our solar system.
It is entirely possible that, billions of years ago, fragments similar to Oumuamua and Hypatia may have helped kick start life on Earth.
In March of 2019, Dr. Michele Bannister and Dr. Susanne Pfalzner published “A hypothesis for the rapid formation of planets,” wanting to better understand why planets form far more rapidly than our current theories allow. In their paper, they were able to estimate that molecular clouds, the building blocks of solar systems, should contain a minimum of 10^15 Oumuamua-sized objects per cubic parsec! With quadrillions of fragments, there should be thousands of objects reaching a hundred kilometers in size. Around 10^7 of these objects (or tens of millions) will become part of the protoplanetary disk around each young star. These relics of prior planetary systems could account for the rapid formation of new planets, with one generation of planets seeding another. Whether they could also form the basis for panspermia will no doubt be the subject of further research.
Abiogenesis is the scientific study of how life first arose on Earth, and it represents a serious challenge for scientists as life emerged from hostile seas incredibly quickly.
Haematite tubes from hydrothermal vent deposits laid down during the Hadeon era  represent the oldest microfossils on Earth, dating from 3.8 to 4.3 billion years ago. As Earth itself is only 4.5 billion years old, this raises the question—how did life arise so fast?
One possible answer is, it didn’t.
Perhaps life arose slowly, but somewhere else.
It’s not surprising to see the genomic complexity of life increase over time, but what is surprising is the starting point. Life was already quite advanced when it first arose on Earth, which is counterintuitive, unless you consider the possibility that life originated elsewhere, migrating here across the vast distances of space.
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Scientists have considered how far we would need to rewind the tape, so to speak, to account for the levels of genomic complexity we observe on Earth and the results are astonishing. Life would have to be almost 10 billion years old, much older than Earth itself, if life developed at a predictable, consistent rate.
Could it be that simple life arose a few billion years after the universe formed? Could life have arisen around a second generation star, only to slowly accumulate genetic complexity, but to a level that never exceeded simple microbes? Then when that star died, could those microbes have been cast into space like dandelion seeds floating on the wind?
Although speculative, this is a serious line of scientific inquiry. If the theory of panspermia holds, and life is found elsewhere in our solar system, perhaps beneath the surface of Mars, or under the icy crust of Europa or Enceladus, there’s a reasonable chance it could be related to life on Earth through a common ancestor that predates the earliest terrestrial microbes. 
The Darkness Between the Stars takes this concept a step further, speculating that the Oort Cloud may contain trace evidence of both microbial and complex life from a previous generation of stars. It’s an intriguing idea and something to watch for in the coming decades as science continues to expand our horizons.




WEATHER BALLOON
A convoy of U.S. Army trucks race across the desert, kicking up dust behind them. They follow an old dirt track toward the crash site.
Headlights illuminate the wreckage. Smoke drifts through the night. Debris lies scattered over hundreds of yards. Blue goo drips from torn, twisted metal.
Sergeant Anderson has his M1 Carbine shouldered. He stands to attention beside the crushed cockpit of the strange vessel.
“What the blazes?” Brigadier General Ramey says, climbing down from the cab of a truck. “What in tarnation am I looking at, sergeant?”
“I don’t know, sir. We were on live-fire exercises, acting as spotters for the artillery barrage downrange.”
“And?” the general asks as a man in a lab coat joins him.
“There was this light. It appeared up high in the sky. Like a spotlight. You know, the kind you see at a ball game.”
“From an airplane?”
“I don’t think so, sir,” the sergeant replies. “It wasn’t moving. It just sat above the ridge. It was like they were watching us.”
A man in the lab coat asks, “Who was watching you?”
“The Soviets. Or that’s what we thought. We radioed command. They told us there were no friendlies in the area. Colonel Dubose ordered us to fall back. Then he fired on this position.”
The general turns to the man in the lab coat, asking, “What are you thinking, professor?”
Professor Jamison lifts a silver panel, shifting it to one side and revealing a gray arm lying in the dirt.
“It’s a weather balloon.”
“But—”
The general says, “No buts, sergeant. You heard the professor. It’s a weather balloon. That’s all.”
“Yes, sir.”
The professor calls to the troops piling out of the trucks. “Full chem gear. Tag and photograph the debris before packing it up. I want a full inventory by dawn.”
Dozens of soldiers begin retrieving the scattered wreckage. They’re wearing gas masks and gloves. Flashbulbs go off, illuminating the desert in a burst of artificial lightning. Tarpaulins are spread on the ground. Soldiers pack up the debris, loading it into the trucks.
“And me?” the sergeant asks.
“You,” the general says, reaching in the back of the truck. He pulls out a scrap of parachute material, a length of wood, and a bunch of foil. “You’re going to take this back to base. If anyone asks, this is what you found. Understood?”
“This is important,” the professor says. “This incident is top secret. We can’t let those damn commies get wind of what happened here. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
The sergeant tosses the foil in the back of his Willys Jeep.
“I’m counting on your discretion,” the general says as the sergeant starts the engine.
“I won’t let you down, sir.”
As he drives away, the general turns to the professor. “What do you think?”
“This changes everything.”
~~~
A week later, Professor Jamison is seated in an empty cafeteria in Los Alamos. A newspaper slaps the table in front of him.
“Aliens,” Brigadier General Ramey says, pulling up a chair. “They’re calling it the Roswell Incident. They’re saying we shot down a UFO.”
“We did,” Jamison says, amused at the general’s ire. He looks at the photos beneath the headline. A farmer holds a hubcap along with a mangled antenna. A couple of army officers examines shredded sheets of tinfoil.  
“This isn’t funny, Andy. How the hell am I going to keep a lid on this?” 
“You’re not.”
Jamison takes a bite of his sandwich, scanning the page as he eats.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” the general asks.
“This was always going to get out. You knew that. It was only ever a matter of time.”
“We can’t afford any leaks.”
“Wait,” Jamison says. “It’s all fake.”
“What is?”
“The evidence.” Jamison squints, taking a good look at one of the grainy black and white photos. “Hey, that’s you with the foil we brought with us to the crash site. You’re famous.”
“That’s not funny.”
“This is the crap we gave Anderson and Dubose, right?”
“Right.”
“Well, it’s fake. You know that. Just say it’s fake. After all, it is. It’s our fake.”
“What about this one?” the general asks, pointing at the debris held by the farmer.
Jamison reads the inscription beneath the photo. “Mac Brazel. Lincoln County. Found alien wreckage 75 miles north of Roswell.” He laughs.
“What’s so funny?” the general asks.
“That’s fake as well. Only it’s not our fake—it’s his. That thing came down on the range. Twenty miles from there. Brazel’s scrounged up a few tractor parts so he can get his name in the news, that’s all.”
“So you’re not worried by this?”
“No,” Jamison says. “Anyone that looks closely at this is going to realize it’s fake. And it is. Even if they do believe it, they’re going to head off on a tangent. They’re going to end up chasing down the wrong road. They’ll look in fields miles from the actual crash site.”
“So we don’t do anything?”
“Nope. To react would attract attention. Let it play out. Let everyone get all excited over silk parachutes and tinfoil.”
“What if they get close?” the general asks. “A lot of reporters are snooping around. What if they figure out it’s a lie?”
“Then we tell another lie,” Jamison says. “We say we shot down a Soviet surveillance balloon. We tell them the weather balloon was a cover to avoid panic.”
“So one lie leads to another. I don’t like this.”
“Lies are good,” Jamison says. “Lies are a diversion. They’re a distraction. You can learn a lot about people by how they react.”
“So you think all this commotion is good?” the general asks. “The press is going nuts over Roswell. I don’t think this is going to die down any time soon.”
“It tells me a lot about them,” the professor says. “They’re afraid.”
“Of course they’re afraid. We’ve lived through two world wars,” the general says. “Communism is sweeping through Europe and is threatening Asia. If it takes hold in China, we’re surrounded on both sides.”
“On both sides of vast, empty oceans,” the professor says.
“That didn’t stop the Japs. Or the Germans. We could be fighting another world war in just a few years.”
“We’ve got the A-bomb.”
“You don’t think they’re not building one?” the general asks. “Goddamn commies are everywhere. They had spies in the Manhattan Project. It’s only a matter of time before they detonate their own Trinity. And we’ve got aliens falling out of the sky.”
“Is that what worries you?” the professor asks. “You think they’re going to learn about this too?”
“When are we going to get results?” the general asks. “I’m getting some serious heat on this. The Joint Chiefs are demanding answers.”
“Answers take time,” Jamison says.
“What can we learn from them?” the general asks. “We need weapons. We need fighter planes and bombs. We are in a fight for our way of life.”
Jamison doesn’t reply. He’s said his piece.
The general says, “I need to know if they’re a threat. What if there’s a goddamn fleet of alien saucers about to attack? What happens if they side with the Soviets? Is America about to be overrun by aliens and commies?”
The professor is firm in his assessment.
“No.”
~~~
Professor Jamison arrives in Washington D.C. by train. It’s been three years since the incident at Roswell. After the initial find, he was sidelined. NACA astrophysicists and biologists took over the project. That hasn’t stopped him from keeping tabs on progress, though. He’s met by a staff officer working for Brigadier General Ramey and driven to the Pentagon. Jamison’s impression of the building is that it commands respect. It’s a fortress. The professor is ushered through security and into a meeting room.
He waits.
And waits.
“Sorry for the delay,” the general says, four hours and three cups of coffee later.
Jamison gets to his feet and shakes the general’s hand.
“No problem.”
“Oh, there’s a problem,” the general says.
“I don’t understand.”
The general opens a manila folder and spreads a bunch of oversized pictures before him. The top one is of a bald child with a distended stomach. He’s lying on an operating table. Jamison taps at the picture.
“I remember him,” he says. “We dragged him from the wreckage.”
Jamison’s distracted by the deformed skull. A tiny jaw gives way to thin lips, a narrow nose, and dark eyes. He picks up the picture, examining it closely.
“Where have you been?” the general asks.
“Los Alamos. But you know that. Why are you asking?”
The general sits across from Jamison, clenching his hands on top of the table. “You knew this would happen, didn’t you? It wasn’t an accident you were there in Roswell on the night of July 5th, 1947, was it?”
“I don’t know what you mean?” Jamison replies.
“He’s fake,” the general says.
“What?”
“The whole thing is a hoax.”
“But we were there?” Jamison says. “I saw the wreckage. I saw the blue goo.”
The general isn’t buying it. “Lies are a deliberate strategy, right? Isn’t that what you told me when this blew up in the press? Now, look at us. The whole goddamn country is running scared of UFOs.”
Jamison picks up one of the other photos, looking at a dissected alien corpse lying on an operating table. Intestines have been draped over the edge of the open stomach cavity.
“What are you doing at Los Alamos?” the general asks.
“I—ah.”
“Top secret, right?” the general says. “You’re working with Edward Teller on the hydrogen bomb.”
“I mean, I can neither confirm nor deny,” Jamison says.
“I know what’s happening,” the general says. “I’ve been following you ever since Roswell. I know what’s going on.”
Jamison swallows a lump in his throat.
“You’re a spy.”
Jamison’s quiet.
“That whole Roswell thing. It was a Russian lie. The blue goo. Our team identified it as hemocyanin—octopus blood. It’s the copper that turns it blue. It’s elaborate. Convincing. But fake.”
“I don’t understand,” Jamison says, ignoring the comment about being a spy. “Then who or what is this?”
“It’s stitched from pig’s hide. Stretched over the skeleton of a young boy. The bones are desiccated. He died at least fifty years ago. The big head? Stuffed with pig fat. The organs are real, but they’re not human. Best we can tell, they’re a combination of sheep’s liver, a dog’s heart, chimp lungs. Hell, they must have been running out of time when they shoved everything in there as the left arm is stuffed with newspaper—The Monterrey Times. I don’t think they expected this thing to survive the crash intact. They probably thought it would burn up. They were planning on leaving us with a scorched corpse.”
“But the wreckage?”
“Ah, yes. The wreckage,” the general says. “There was lots of debris. But do you know what was missing? Engines. Of any kind. Wiring. Hydraulics.”
Jamison says, “But that makes no sense. Why would anyone go to this length to promote a lie?”
“It makes perfect sense,” the general says. “If you want to distract an entire nation. If you want to instill fear in a population.”
“Why would I want to do that?”
“You tell me?”
“It seems awfully elaborate,” Jamison says.
“It’s magic,” the general says. “You get everyone watching this hand while you steal my watch with the other hand.”
“And you think I’m a spy?”
“I can’t find any record of you before 1935. Your academic credentials check out, but no one at Harvard remembers you. Somehow, you made your way onto the Manhattan Project, then you turned up at Roswell, and now you’re working on ENIAC. You’re part of a project building the most powerful weapon in human history—a thermonuclear bomb.”
“I am not a Soviet spy,” Jamison says.
The general folds his hands across his chest. “I can help you, but only if you help me. I can get you out of this. I need you to turn against your Soviet spymasters. Tell me who your handler is.”
Jamison gets to his feet. “Am I under arrest?”
“No. Not yet.”
“Goodbye, general.”
“Don’t leave town, professor. The FBI is watching your every move.”
~~~
Smoke drifts through the air. A gentle hum comes from the vents. Out of the darkness, a voice says, “Start from the beginning. How did you arrive at the conclusions in your report?”
Jamison says, “The general was right. I used a weather balloon. I built a mockup of an alien spacecraft using materials found in the surrounding region. The key was to make it look believable. I wanted to provoke a reaction without taking things too far. It was important for them to expose the hoax. For this to work, they had to realize it was fake.”
The voice asks, “And how did you accomplish that?”
“The balloon was filled with hydrogen. I expected it to explode. I wanted it to explode, but the shell hit the payload, breaking the tether. The balloon went up into the stratosphere, while the mockup crashed.”
“And you were on-hand to supervise recovery?”
“I was, but I wasn’t in a position to stay involved. Secrecy limited my access to the UFO remains, so I returned to my primary role at Los Alamos.”
“And your assessment?” the voice asks.
“They’re smart.” Jamison pauses, picking his words with care. “I do not doubt their problem-solving skills or their ability to progress further. Their science is in its infancy, but it’s improving.”
“But?”
“They’re not only warlike. They’re paranoid. Only a few of them are objective. Most of them jump to conclusions—to the worst conclusions. And they’re inherently self-centered. In my estimation, they’ll reach their local satellite within a few decades. They’ll go on to probe the broader solar system, but I wonder about the cost.
“I fear they’ll destroy themselves. Whether that’s by war or greed, I don’t know, but they’re not ready. If we were to make contact, we’d only hasten that day. In their parlance, it would be like dropping a match in gasoline.”
“Then it is agreed,” the voice says. “We wait and watch.”
With that, the alien spacecraft leaves orbit. Jamison looks back at the planet as it shrinks behind them. The azure blue waters and white clouds held so much promise. The results of their biological survey will be cataloged by the galactic coalition, but contact will not be made. The planet itself will be off-limits for at least a hundred Earth years. Who knows? They might even send Jamison back with another weather balloon.
The End




LIFE ON MARS
Mare Acidalium
Vapor rises in the frigid air, billowing as it joins a column of thin clouds high above the semi-automated refinery. The atmosphere on Mars is one step removed from a vacuum. Were it not for the need to have heat exchangers within the factory, the engineering team would recirculate water to conserve both energy and resources, but there’s only so much liquid that can be stored during the extraction process. As water cools on Mars it freezes, sublimating into the atmosphere, so rather than using cooling ponds, Mars Corp decided it was easier to simply cut out one of the steps and let vapor drift directly into the hazy pink sky.
Out across the barren plain, easily ten miles away, sits a lone outpost, deliberately positioned at the junction between two broad canyons winding down from the Tharsis Uplift, where a string of ancient volcanos dominate the land. The canyons are relics of a once wet Mars when runoff flooded the primeval ocean Mare Acidalium. Since then, asteroids have shattered the rocky ground, leaving craters that decimated the land. The plain looks like a First World War battlefield, pockmarked and scarred. Occasionally, hills arise, rolling into the distance, worn smooth by antediluvian floods. A nearby boulder field provides a contrast of black rubble against the blood red sand.
The outpost has three modules —for living, working and maintenance. Dust has accumulated on the white, insulated main dome. Inside, an entire world thrives. The life within those walls is a stark contrast to the prospect of instant death on the outside. Light and warmth are juxtaposed against the icy cold barren desolation of Mars and yet the research station seems to blend in with the foothills.
A rover sits idle beside the main airlock with a corporate driver waiting patiently for his passenger.
Associate Professor Oné Pagán stands by the window within the main dome, looking at the refinery, barely able to believe what he’s hearing.
“We’re shutting you down, One.”
“Oh-nay,” he says, speaking with precision. “My name is Oh-nay Pag-an. If you are going to fire me, you must at least pronounce my name properly. If not, how do I know whom you’re addressing?”
“O-nigh,” the director says, “I know this is difficult.”
“Oh-nay. I’m named after my grandfather —a proud Puerto Rican American scientist. If you want me off Mars, you will do me the service of pronouncing my name correctly.”
The director looks down at his boots. He’s still in his surface suit. High speed jets of air and a magnetic brush stripped away the dust while he was in the airlock, but the otherwise pristine white cloth has a ruddy look to it, especially around the ankles. The director has removed his helmet but still has his gloves on. Clearly, he has no intention of staying. He’s seething inside but somehow keeps his cool. After a few seconds, he looks up and speaks with careful deliberation.
“Oh-nay. The corporation has cut funding. The groundwater survey is complete.”
“Complete?” Oné says with disbelief. “We’re standing on top of 4.9 million square kilometers of ancient sea bed. We’ve conducted a mere twenty core drills, and yet we’ve struck two separate aquifers at depths of 800 and 1400 meters! Ground radar has revealed at least another two hundred targets in a space spanning less than 10% of the basin, and you think we’re complete?”
“One, please.”
Oné raises an eyebrow and the director corrects himself with a labored, “Oh-nay.”
Oné points at the refinery as a suborbital spacecraft lands on a raised pad off to the side, kicking up a dust plume.
“Three researchers! You’re telling me Mars Corp can’t afford three researchers in a rundown mining shack when they fly your guys in and out on those damn fancy rockets?”
The director ignores him. He has a name, but he grabbed someone else’s suit from the refinery, so the name tag Jeffreye sewn into a black patch over his chest is meaningless. He introduced himself on arrival, but as soon as he got Oné’s name wrong, the professor lost all respect for him.
The director ignores Oné’s protest, picking up a meteorite from his workstation. The blackened rock has been mounted on a faux-wooden base. A brass plate has been stuck on the cheap plastic.
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“Ellie found that,” Oné says. “Back when we were grad students.”
“Ms. Carabella said you’d known each other for a long time.”
The director puts the meteorite back, placing it with care on the desk.
Behind him, out across the plain, a train comes down the rise, dragging a string of empty ore carts behind it. The refinery is processing the numerous precious metals that have accumulated within the basin. Over eons, uranium, thorium, potassium, platinum, gold, and silver have been caught up in floods that defy human imagination, washing into the frozen sea. Back when Mars had an ocean beneath its ice cap, most of its water was trapped in vast lakes locked beneath ice sheets. When crater walls collapsed or glacial ice sublimated, vast lakes would burst their banks. Torrents of water would rush across the plains, submerging the canyons to a depth of hundreds of meters and stripping bare the land.
The factory is a confusing network of pipes and storage tanks, processing the minerals harvested by automated dozers. Basic refining is handled at the plant before materials are shipped off to the factories in Candor City on the rim of the Valles Marineris. From there, most of these materials will be incorporated into electronics or engines for use in the Jovian economy.
“Ellie knows,” Oné says, pointing at the train. “Just one cart. That’s all we need. Just one lousy cart and Mars Corp could fund us for years!”
“This was only ever an environmental impact study,” the director says. “You know that. Now, you used that to explore the aquifers. I get it. Smart. That’s good lateral thinking. Two birds with one stone, right? But they were never going to fund any extensions. You had to know this was going to come to an end as quickly as it started.”
“It’s the organics, huh?” Oné asks.
The director lowers his head, looking at the stainless steel rim of his suit collar.
“It is, isn’t it?”
There’s a slight nod, but no formal acknowledgment.
“Let me guess,” Oné says. “The prospect of actually finding life on Mars scares them, right? If there’s life down there, we can’t go strip mining the planet or polluting the environment.”
“It’s not like that,” the director says, but even he doesn’t sound convinced.
“What is it like?” Oné waits for a reply but nothing is forthcoming. He counts with his fingers, reinforcing each point as he speaks. “Cytosine, guanine, adenine, thymine and at least four sugar-phosphate groups. All of that in the presence of peroxides and perchlorates. You know what that means, right?”
“They’re pre-organic,” the director says. “We find stuff like that on comets all the time. It doesn’t mean anything.”
Oné points at him, saying, “You find one or two of them on comets. Not the entire set. I could take a strand of your hair, extract the DNA and expose it to the same salt brine and the results would be indistinguishable. The peroxides and perchlorates would strip your DNA bare, but the signs—the telltale signs—the residue would still be there.”
“You haven’t found life,” the director says.
“You haven’t given me a chance,” Oné says.
The director is unmoved.
“You have two days to pack up your equipment and samples.”
As the director walks toward the airlock and his waiting vehicle, Oné calls out, “You could have done this over a video link. Why did you come here? Why come all the way from Candor City just for this? Just for five goddamn minutes?”
The director stops at the entrance to the airlock. With one foot inside and his hand resting on the seal, he turns back, saying, “Ellie wanted you to hear it in person. She felt you deserved that at least.”
“Damn it!” Oné says. “Ellie should have stood up for us!”
The director ignores him, stepping into the airlock as he reiterates, “Two days and we’re cutting the power.”
“There’s life down there,” Oné yells as the heavy steel door swings shut. “This is the greatest scientific discovery of the last hundred years and you’re—”
The lock closes and within seconds begins cycling.
Oné pounds his hand on the hatch.
“Asshole!”




Acid Base
“What are we going to do boss?”
Oné appreciates the enthusiasm of his undergrad student, Elizabeth Turner. She could be anywhere right now—the University of New Massachusetts on Titan, or at the Exobiology Research Center on Enceladus—but no, she’s followed him to an aging field station on a dead planet.
With the advent of the arc drive at the end of the 21st century, the solar system was opened to human colonization rather than just robotic exploration, and yet Mars remained a backwater. Despite its proximity to Earth and the promise of being an off-world colony, life on Mars proved stupidly difficult. Minerals were plentiful and even water could be extracted from the regolith, but humanity found life on the fourth planet harsher and less forgiving than the summit of Mt. Everest or an Antarctic winter. The payoff for such hardships were small and Mars became the industrial center for the off-world colonies around Jupiter and Saturn. Oné gets it. Who doesn’t want to wake on Callisto to see dozens of majestic, swirling storms raging thousands of miles away on Jupiter? Life in the Jovian system is like being part of a Picasso.
For a few years, Oné worked at the abiogenesis lab on Epimetheus around Saturn, with views that peered along the span of her magnificent icy rings. For someone raised on Earth, it was hypnotic, intoxicating. With almost a hundred million people living in those two systems alone, spread out across fifty moons, Mars has become little more than a truck stop.
Liz is a smart young woman. Choosing to come to Mars was a long shot for her and will probably hurt rather than help her emerging career, but she did it because, like Oné, she believes science isn’t simply about positive results. Everyone wants a breakthrough, but true science is about the discipline to explore every possible avenue, to chase ideas down a thousand dead ends. Sometimes you learn more from a negative or a null result than always hitting the bullseye. Like him, she thought there were good odds for Mars hosting life at some point in the distant past, and she told him she valued field work over theoretical. Oné feels he owes her a decent shot at gathering samples for later analysis. If they’re going to be sent off-world, they need to take as much with them as they can.
Liz asks, “Should we recall Davis?”
The correct answer is, yes, but Oné says, “No.”
Possibilities swirl within his mind, slowly crystallizing into ideas. He brings up a holographic map, stretching it out on the table between them. The map is semi-transparent, showing craters and gullies dotted across the Mare Acidalium, along with the results of their ground-penetrating radar studies and various subsurface targets for aquifers.
“How far away is he from breaching N92?”
Liz looks at her computer tablet. She seems reluctant to reply. The news can’t be good. “Ah, the drill is at 400 meters. He’s got at least another 2200 meters to go. It’ll take the best part of a week before core samples contain any mud or brine.”
Oné is excited.
“Tell him to forget about collecting the core. We’ve got enough rock. Just drill, drill, drill!”
“Are you serious?”
“We have to reach that lake,” he says. “If they’re kicking us off this planet, we need to take at least one more brine sample with us.”
Liz hesitates. “Even if he skips core samples, he’ll be at least three days on site, plus another day to get back here.”
“Then we’ll go out and help him,” Oné says. “We’ll pack our samples and head out to join him. They’re cutting the power here anyway so we might as well go for one last drive in the countryside.”
Liz smiles.
Countryside indeed, if your country had been subject to near-continuous bombardment over billions of years, leaving it looking like a World War One battlefield.
Liz finds Oné’s enthusiasm contagious. She chats with Davis over the radio, bringing him up to speed as Oné starts sorting through the samples. Most of them are already neatly labeled and stored in boxes for analysis so it’s a case of stacking them in the airlock ready for transfer to the rover. Oné leaves the lab equipment, taking only a portable electron microscope and a chem kit. By nightfall, they’re chewing on rations and squeezing into the airlock with the last of their gear.
“What now?” Liz asks, clearly exhausted and hoping to get some sleep.
“We drive through the night.”
As tired as she seems, she doesn’t complain.
“Oh,” Oné says as he slips into his surface suit. “I almost forgot. The meteorite. Could you grab it for me?”
“Sure.”
As Liz walks back to the airlock, she says, “You really love this rock, huh?”
“I do,” Oné says, taking it from her and slipping it into a pouch on the trouser leg of his suit.
“Are you sure you’re not a geologist at heart?” she asks, laughing.
“Definitely not. I like my minerals animated by tiny electrical impulses.”
After suiting up and cycling the airlock, they load up the trailer attached to their Mars rover. With four wheels to distribute the load and pivoting on a ball socket, the trailer wouldn’t look out of place holding a speed boat on Earth. Steel poles at each corner provide anchor points, allowing them to stack their samples and gear beneath a bungee cord cargo net.
Working in suits is tiring and Liz slows to a crawl, shuffling through the dust, illuminated by spotlights on the side of the habitat. Oné, though, is energized. By heading out after Davis in the rover, he’s effectively doubled, perhaps even tripled his remaining time in the basin. Power might be cut in two days, but the rovers are good for a week by themselves.
Although the director threatened to cut their power, Oné has his doubts. If anything, the corporation will switch to an emergency load to keep the base frosty but not frozen. Cutting power entirely would cause internal water lines to freeze and burst. Mechanical components like the life support would seize as parts contract at different rates based on their composition. No, Oné suspects Mars Corp will put his tiny lab into hibernation as it could be used as a mining outpost for future exploration, but regardless, he and Liz are going to get at least one more sample.
The cab of the rover doubles as an airlock and a pressurized living space, so once the hatch is shut, Oné flushes the Martian atmosphere, filtering out the dust as oxygen is added. The process takes the best part of an hour so he starts driving away from the base, still sealed in his suit, following the tracks laid down by Davis. Oné has to wake Liz once the cabin reaches 5 PSI so she can remove her helmet and gloves. He lets her drift back to sleep with the rocking of the cabin.
Nights on Mars are always dark. With two tiny moons that barely reflect any sunlight, the stars are radiant. When dust storms arise, they can last for months, blotting out the sky and leaving Mars pitch black at night. Tonight, though, the clouds have cleared, allowing the constellations to shine like diamonds.
Radar imaging projects onto the heads-up display of the rover, revealing rocks and boulders along with virtual waypoints based on GPS coordinates. In effect, Oné is able to set the rover to follow the outbound route used by Davis, knowing it will automatically avoid craters and cliffs. After a few hours staring into the darkness as the rover trundles on over the rough ground, Oné drifts off to sleep, trusting the electronic guidance system to carry him on.
As dawn approaches, he wakes. Over the course of twenty minutes, the sky becomes a radiant blue, teasing him of Earth. Frost has formed on the rocks and boulders scattered across the sandy ground, sparkling in the morning light. Oné rubs his eyes, watching as the shadows grow shorter. Slowly, the sky is transformed into the soft pink of a Martian day.
Liz stirs.
“Good morning,” Oné says.
“Morning,” Liz replies, holding onto the bulkhead within the cockpit as she gets to her feet and squeezes into the rear cabin. Rovers aren’t designed for comfort or privacy. If the vehicle keeps them alive, it’s done its job. Bodily functions are the least of anyone’s concerns when death lies beyond the thin, insulated skin of the rover.
Oné puts on some music as Liz uses the chemical toilet, wanting to be polite. It’s his turn next.
Warm is a relative term on Mars. As the sun rises, the frost sublimates, vanishing from the rocks as the temperature rises from an unbelievably cold -135C to a still crippling -98C, but hey, at least it’s double digits!
Liz takes her seat again and picks up the meteorite from where Oné has rested it on the dash. She turns it over in her hand, wondering about it. It’s hard to imagine a rock tumbling through the dark cold vacuum of space for billions of years, even though that’s precisely what Earth itself has done.
“Campeche, Mexico,” she says, reading the inscription. “I didn’t know you’d been to Mexico.”
“I haven’t,” Oné says.
“Ah, that’s right,” she replies. “Ellie found this, huh?”
Oné is about to explain the origins of the meteorite when the radio overrides the music.
“Acidalium Base to R7. Call back. Over.”
“Are you going to answer them?” Liz asks.
Oné looks at her with a grin but doesn’t reply. He busies himself checking their position relative to N92. They should be able to see Davis and the drill rig by now.
“Acid Base. R7. Comms check. Requesting call back. Over.”
“I’ve always loved that,” Oné says. “Acid Base is neutral. They should soooo adopt ‘neutral’ as their callsign.”
Liz shakes her head but can’t suppress a smile.
“Routing you through to Mars Corp in Candor City.”
The voice on the radio changes.
“One, are you there?”
One, not Oné.
He points at the radio.
“That’s Ellie.”
“One. I know you’re there. What’s going on, One? You know I’m going to keep calling you that until you answer me.”
Oné chuckles.
“She knows me too well,” he says, but he refuses to transmit.
“Talk to me, One.”
“There!” Oné says, pointing as they come over the rise. Davis has setup the drilling rig in a depression. A triangular structure sits fixed to the regolith, rising forty feet in the air. Beside it is a rover with two trailers loaded up with pipes for the drill. Davis is in a suit, working with a crane attached to the back of the rover. He’s using it to raise a length of pipe above the rig, extending the reach of the drill.
Swarf litters the ground, forming a pile of debris ejected from the core drill. Some sections are intact for several meters, forming rods of clean cut rock, marking abandoned samples from various depths.
Davis sees the approaching rover and waves.
“Hey, you made it,” he says over the line-of-sight communication channel.
“How deep are you?” Oné asks.
“Coming up on 1600 meters. Been drilling through the night. I sure hope you guys are ready to take over. I’m beat.”
“Sure are,” Liz replies.
“Ellie sounds pissed,” Davis says.
On the VHF, they hear, “One. Director Simons says you stole a rover. Tell me it ain’t so… Come on, One. Talk to me, damn it!”
“Borrowed,” Oné says, activating the transmit setting on the main radio.
“What are you doing, Oné?” Ellie asks and a sense of civility returns to the discussion.
“You know me. I never was one to quit without a fight.”
“I want you to return to Acid Base. Immediately.”
“No can do,” Oné replies.
“Don’t make me come out there after you. If I have to get on a suborbital—”
“You’ll get your rovers,” Oné says. “After one last sample.”
There’s silence on the channel. Neither side speaks for the best part of a minute. She’s probably conferring with others. Finally, Ellie says, “I’m shutting down your field station as of right now. You’ll need to return directly to the refinery. Understood?”
Oné winks at Liz, smiling as he replies, “Understood.”
To anyone listening on the channel, it sounds as though Ellie won the arm wrestle. She’s saved face and yet he got his extension. She knows full well the range of the rovers. His two-day deadline has become roughly a week, leaving them several days onsite at N92. If he could, he’d thank her, but she has to answer to the Board and, to his mind at least, they’ve put her up to this, as he can’t imagine Ellie going against the science willingly.
“Candor Out.”




Rain
For the next twenty-four hours, they take turns in shifts, drilling deep beneath the rocky Martian plain. Although there was only 1000 meters to go when Oné and Liz arrived, the drill struck dense granite followed by compacted clay, slowing progress.
By day two, dust obscures the distant hills leading up to the Tharsis plateau. The sky is a sickly yellow, while the desolate ground is a rusty orange. The geological depression around their makeshift rig is banded by stratified layers of rock, revealing how sediment slowly built up on the ancient seafloor over eons. It took hundreds of millions of years for the sea to evaporate, and hundreds of millions more for the wind to erode these features. Black rocks lie scattered across the ground like gravel in an abandoned quarry—debris from innumerable meteor strikes.
The three researchers busy themselves. Liz has returned to the rover and pressurized the cab. She’s removed all but her suit trousers, working in a singlet. Oné passes clay samples to her through a mini-lock the size of a microwave oven, allowing her to test for the presence of organics as they close in on their target depth of 2600 meters.
“Oné,” Davis calls out over the radio. “I’m getting a pressure differential on the drill. We’re close. We’re damn close.”
“Okay,” Oné says, turning away from the rover and bouncing across the plain like the Apollo astronauts of old, rushing over toward the drill rig. To his mind, the crew move around as though they were kangaroos living on Mars. It’s a sensation that never gets old, like being a kid in a bouncy castle again.
Davis says, “I’ve got a cap ready. If the aquifer is under pressure, I’ll seal it once we’ve breached.”
“Ease the drill back,” Oné says. “We’ll remove the last core before breaking through. That’ll be a good sample to examine.”
“On it,” Davis replies. He reverses the drill, which activates a mechanism that forces the core up through the hollow center of the shaft where it can be retrieved.
Oné stands beside one of the support struts, watching as the shaft turns, waiting for the core to rise. He preps a cryogenic storage tube designed to preserve the temperature, pressure and atmospheric content surrounding the sample to avoid contamination before it can be properly examined. Most of their samples are stored in similar devices, ensuring they remain pristine even if taken off-world.
The drill comes to a halt.
“All yours,” Davis says.
Oné clambers up and opens the casing on the side of the shaft, revealing a core sample two meters in length. He fits the storage tube in place and transfers the sample, sealing it within seconds of reaching the surface. The intricate layers of compressed rock will reveal more to a geologist than a biologist, so it’s important to keep the sample isolated until it can be worked on in a lab. As he lowers the tube, he notices clay smeared on the side of the shaft. Oné rubs some of the clay between his gloved fingers looking at it carefully through the glass visor on his helmet.
“It’s smooth,” he says. “Moist. I can feel it drying out. The water is sublimating as I rub it back and forth between my fingers.”
Davis is grinning. He is clearly excited about breaching the subsurface lake.
“Okay,” Davis says. “I’m loading the liquid capture module.”
“Let’s do this!” Liz calls out from behind the windscreen of the rover.
They continue drilling. Within a few minutes, Davis says, “That’s it. We’ve breached. The drill is turning freely.”
“And the sample?” Oné asks.
“Capture valve is open. Vessel is filling.”
“Woohoo,” Liz yells over the radio.
“Oh,” Davis says. “I’ve got a blowout.” He’s looking at the sensor readouts from the probe immediately behind the drill head. “We’ve got fractured rock down there. The bore hole is collapsing.”
“Can you retrieve the sample?” Oné asks.
“Trying.”
Davis throws the drill into reverse and the shaft changes direction. The automated rig removes each portion of the shaft as it comes up, stacking them to one side. Oné waits impatiently beside the machine, ready for the capture module.
Suddenly, water erupts from the shaft, spraying easily thirty feet into the air and forming what equates to a geyser. Oné laughs as drops of water fall on his helmet, blurring his vision.
“It’s raining on Mars!”
Liz is laughing. Davis is working with the controls.
He says, “I’ve got a dry-mix cement module ready to inject.”
“Samples,” Oné calls out. “We need samples.” He’s turning with his hands outstretched, watching as water pools in his gloved hands. Within seconds, it freezes, forming crystals on his surface suit before sublimating away. The ground around the drill is soaking wet. Water splashes around them, falling from their artificial fountain.
“Got it,” Oné says as the liquid capture module appears in the shaft, covered in mud. Water gushes past. It’s like reaching into a firehose to retrieve the module. With a firm grip on the casing, he releases the clasp and the container comes away in his hand.
“Got it?” Davis asks.
“Yes,” Oné replies, although he can barely see anything beyond the water cascading over his helmet visor. He pushes through the mud clinging to his boots, getting clear of the drilling rig and taking a good look at the murky sediment floating in the capture container. “We’ve got it!”
“Sealing the bore,” Davis says as Oné makes his way over to Liz in the second rover. The water clinging to his suit freezes, forming a light frost on the material. It falls away as he moves, slowly disappearing, being drawn into the dry, frigid atmosphere. A low fog hugs the ground, dissipating as it rises in thin wisps.
Oné places the tube in the sample hatch.
“Do you want me to wait until you’re inside before testing this?” Liz asks, cycling the small airlock.
“Do you really want to wait?” Oné asks in reply, wiping ice from his visor.
Liz grins. She’s already donned gloves and has the electron microscope powered up.
“Just a wee look,” she says.
Oné turns back to the drill rig. Davis has injected a cement packet and capped the bore. With the pressure contained, he’ll be able to drive the packet down at least a thousand meters before exposing it to the brine, at which point it’ll form a plug, sealing the subsurface lake. He’ll lose some of their equipment, but no one cares.
Over the next hour, Oné and Davis finish up with the rig, retrieving what they can and ensuring there are no leaks. The outward pressure has kept the lake from being contaminated by them or any surface chemicals.
“Ah, Oné,” Liz says, sounding unduly concerned. “I think we have a problem.”
Oné bounds across the now dry surface toward the rover. His boots have left numerous impressions in the surface that have caked as they’ve dried. If anything, they look like fossilized footprints, having already hardened in the cold. Davis joins him.
The two astronauts stand in front of the rover, peering up at Liz as she leans forward, holding up a computer tablet, although neither of them can see any real detail at this distance.
“This isn’t right?” Liz says. “It can’t be right?”
“What is it?” Davis asks. “What’s wrong?”
“We’ve found it,” she says, switching the view on the tablet and bringing up a fuzzy image of what looks like grains of rice photographed in black and white. “We’ve found life.”
“Oh,” Oné says with a fist pump. “Yes. Yes. Yes!”
“I don’t understand,” Davis says. “That’s awesome. What’s the problem?”
“It’s DNA based.”
Both men look at each other, unable to suppress their grins. They high-five, slapping their gloves together.
“That’s amazing,” Davis says.
“It’s impossible,” Liz says. “Or at least, improbable. I think we’ve contaminated the sample.”
“But how?” Davis asks. “That thing was under pressure. There’s no way we contaminated the sample.”
Oné falls unusually quiet, being lost in thought.
Liz says, “I’ve sequenced the DNA and there’s at least a partial phylogenetic match with anaerobic archaea.”
“How close?” Oné asks.
“72% match with the kind of methanogens we find around thermal springs.”
Oné laughs.
“What’s so funny?” Davis asks, which causes Oné to laugh even more.
Liz asks, “I don’t get it. Why is this funny?”
Oné points at the dashboard within the rover.
“There’s your answer,” he says. “Oh, Ellie, Ellie, Ellie. She’s not going to believe this, but she found it. She’s the one that picked it up.”
“I don’t understand?” Liz says, holding Oné’s meteorite and looking yet again at its inscription.
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“Mexico,” Oné says. “That rock came from Mexico, but nobody brought it here. We found it here. Ellie found it. Twenty years ago.”
“What?”
Oné grins with excitement. “We’ve found life on Mars, but the life we found is from Earth, it diverged from Earth millions of years ago.”
“This thing?” Liz says, examining the meteorite closely.
“Campeche, Mexico is on the Yucatán peninsula, near the Chicxulub crater. Sixty-six million years ago, that particular rock was blown off the surface of Earth by a meteor impact that wiped out most of the dinosaurs.”
Liz is startled by the realization of what she’s holding in her hand. Her eyebrows rise in surprise as Oné continues.
“On Earth, tens of thousands of species went extinct, but at least one microbial species was launched into space. Eventually, it made it to another planet—Mars.”
“Well,” Davis says. “Looks like we’ll be getting that research extension after all.”




COLD EQUATIONS
Cold Equations was written in honor of the 1954 classic short story of the same name by Tom Godwin, which appeared in John Campbell’s Astounding Science Fiction. The original Cold Equations won its place in the Science Fiction Hall of Fame and can be read online. It helped define an entire sub-genre of science fiction survival stories ending in self-sacrifice. I hope you enjoy this tribute to a classic.
“Noooo!” Shaw screams as Geiger drags her to the airlock.
Smoke billows from a fire raging on the lower deck. Autonomous robots struggle to contain the blaze. Bulkheads close around them as the central computer isolates the area. It needs to flush the atmosphere to extinguish the flames, but it can’t do that before they clear the supply deck. The fire is spreading. Strobe lights pierce the darkness, warning of impending danger.
Shaw struggles, wanting to pull free, but Geiger has a good grip. Bundles of long, blonde hair weave their way between his fingers. Blood seeps from her scalp. She crouches, trailing along behind him. He holds her head low, keeping her off-kilter.
Shaw’s got her hands set firmly around his arm, just above his wrist, trying to take the pressure off her scalp but he’s too damn strong.
“Let me go,” she yells. If she could, she’d slap him, punch him, kick him. She’d do anything to break free, but she’s helpless, compelled to follow along or have her hair wrenched from her skull.
“You shouldn’t have been on this flight,” Geiger says, punching commands into the airlock. He initiates the emergency override protocol.
“It doesn’t have to end like this,” she says, looking up at him through tear-stained eyes.
The airlock door slides open. Geiger shoves her inside. Shaw rolls across the floor and scrambles to her feet. She races back to the opening. Geiger’s too quick. He hits the close button and the door slams shut, locking her inside. Shaw pounds her fists on the steel, not that he can hear her through the thick layers within the blast-proof door.
“Stay,” he says over the intercom, laughing as he adds, “Don’t go anywhere.”
Blood trails from his fingers, smudging the glass as he pulls away.
Geiger staggers back down the corridor.
Several crew members wander pass. They’re injured, lost in a daze. They can’t hear her as she pounds on the airlock, trying to get their attention.
Explosions rock the Novara. Artificial gravity is on the verge of failing. Waves surge through the ship, giving way to a sense of weightlessness before one-gee returns. Shaw’s feet drift from the floor with the slightest touch. She floats free for a moment before gravity kicks back in, causing her to stumble and fall. It’s all she can do not to tumble as she rifles through the storage cabinets lining the airlock looking for something—anything. They’re empty, but Geiger probably knew that.
As the Novara’s a research vessel, there aren’t any spacesuits within the cramped airlock. Depending on the planet or moon they’re exploring, scientists need everything from zero-k suits to pressure suits, depending on whether they’re trying to survive bursts of cryogenic oxygen thawing at negative 360F or exploring oceans beneath the ice. Then there’s the heavily-armored thermo-suits used to venture inside active volcanos. Regular old spacesuits are for the merchant marines.
Shaw peers through the double-glazed window on the inner hatch. She can see the specialist suits lining the ready room opposite the airlock. She slams her hand on the glass.
“Goddamn it!”
Geiger comes back. He grins. Blood stains his teeth, dripping from his lips. He taunts her talking through the intercom.
“He he he!”
“What have you done, Gee? Let me out of here. It’s not too late.”
“Oh, you want to get out? There’s only one way you’re getting out of there.”
“Please,” Shaw says, pleading with him. “No one else has to die.”
“Everyone’s dead,” he says.
What? Is he lying? He has to be lying. Why is he lying to her?
Geiger’s eyes go wide. He’s manic. Insane. “You don’t get it do you? You never did. You’re too goddamn naive. You and your equations. Well, I’ve got equations too. I’ve got cold equations.”
“What did you do, Gee?”
“Three days, Shaw. It’s three days before the evac crew gets here. Do you know how many of us can survive on this rust bucket until then? One. Just one. I’ve run the numbers.”
“You don’t know that,” Shaw says.
Geiger is looking past her, peering over her shoulder, looking out the window on the outer hatch.
“Oh, no, no, no,” she says, banging on the glass, wanting to distract him.
“Beautiful, ain’t she?” he says, staring past her at the clouds swirling on the gas giant thousands of miles beneath them.
Eddies form around perpetual storms locked on the equator of the massive planet. Dark bands form layers at various latitudes. Plumes of sulphur and phosphorus rise from the warm depths. Ammonia ice gathers in the folds, forming white tints in contrast to the ruddy browns curling through the clouds. Although the winds are circling at hundreds of miles an hour down there, from orbit the planet looks strangely peaceful. Inviting.
“If it were the last thing you saw,” Geiger says, “that wouldn’t be so bad, now would it?”
“It doesn’t have to be this way, Gee. We can make it.”
Geiger laughs. “You should have stayed on Themis, but no, you wanted to be on the vaccine run. Well, here you are. You’re the hero, right? Only you ain’t. There’s no saving others if you can’t save yourself.”
His hand hovers by the control panel. Blood drips from his fingers.
Shaw presses herself against the glass, desperate to see the commands he’s punching into the computer, but the angle is all wrong. What is he doing? Oh, she won’t be flushed out into space like some monster in a movie. Airlocks don’t work like that. She’ll lose consciousness as the lock depressurizes. Shaw knows she’ll be dead long before the outer door opens.
“It’s the trolley problem, ain’t it?” Geiger says, resting his bloody forehead on the glass. “You’re in San Francisco, coming down the hill in a cable car. The brakes fail. The cable comes loose. Someone’s going to die, but who? You’ve got the switch in your hand, Shaw. What do you do? Are you going to leave the trolley plunging on toward your Mom? Or do you switch tracks? Only the side track isn’t finished. You’ll plunge off a cliff. So which is it, Shaw? Who’s going to die?”
“Neither,” she says. “There’s always another solution. Always. To hell with you and your games. I’d find a third possibility. I’d switch tracks and jump.”
“You see,” Geiger says, wiping blood from his mouth. “That’s the difference between you and me. You’re an optimist. For you, there’s always an out, even when there isn’t. Me? I’m a realist. Optimism is denial. Cold equations, Shaw. You can’t beat physics. No amount of wishful thinking is going to save you—only math. That’s what it all comes down to. Burn rates. Capacity verses consumption. Time is the enemy of us all.”
Shaw has tears in her eyes. “We can make it—together.”
“No,” Geiger says. “We can’t. The vaccines will be fine. They’ll survive in cold storage, but not the Novara. She’s dying. Her systems are failing. That acid fire is destroying everything.”
Geiger stares through the glass, looking deep into her eyes. His open palm is poised over the control panel, ready to strike it. He must have switched interfaces, shifting from fine-grain controls to emergency settings. Big ass buttons. Once the decision is made, he can’t miss those goddamn big buttons.
“Goodbye, Shaw.”
Geiger slams his hand onto the panel.
Gravity ceases. Shaw feels her feet lift from the floor. She keeps hold of the door, allowing her legs to drift up. On the other side of the glass, Geiger floats away. The flames at the end of the corridor are snuffed out as the atmosphere within the Novara is flushed into space. His lifeless body bumps into the ceiling before drifting toward the vent port on the side of the hull.
Shaw is numb. She runs her hands up through her hair. Blood sticks to her fingers. Geiger always was an asshole. He knew she’d never abandon anyone, even him with his swearing and cussing and drinking. She hates him and yet she doesn’t.
It’s going to be a long three days before the rescue craft reaches the Novara. They’ll find the husk of a once proud starship and its lone survivor sheltering in the airlock. They’ll get their damn vaccines. Lives will be saved. They’ll call her a hero, but she knows different. Geiger was right. In space, there are no heroes, only cold calculations and occasionally survivors.
The End




Your thoughts?
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