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The Contrails
 
    
 
    
 
   I met Cooper Kaproc when we were kids. It was the first day of school, after one long summer. The morning started cold, but it warmed quickly under the bright sun and clear sky that was always present when we remember our youth. The little, trimmed gardens of the block smelled like cut grass and dew.
 
   I walked down the street, passing colorful wooden houses with their white fences. He stood there, a couple of meters in front of me, a slim kid with olive skin and glittering black eyes.
 
   I hadn’t seen him in school before, so he must’ve moved into the neighborhood recently. I paid him no further attention until I was almost in front of him and realized he had no intention of moving and that he was, in fact, waiting for me.
 
   “I saw you spying on me,” he said, with the most serious voice a boy our age could muster, “while you walked behind me. Mum says kids are too young to work for the Government, but she could be lying. Are you working for the Government?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said, dumbfounded.
 
   He appeared satisfied with this answer. He nodded and let me pass him without adding anything else. I had just started walking again when he matched my pace.
 
   “I see. Well, if you are not with them, you are with us.”
 
   “With—?”
 
   “With us. You know. Us on one side, them in another. Always us versus them.”
 
   I never fully knew who he meant by them. Over the years they had had many names, depending on Cooper’s age, or his mood, or the music he was into at that moment, or the underground tribe of the girl he was dating. They have been, in no particular order: The Illuminati, the Men in Black, the lost people of Atlantis, the Magic Society of Hermes Trismegisto, The Church, the Grey Aliens and once, while drunk at a party; the mole people. That’s Cooper for you.
 
   We were best friends during middle school. He was the mastermind behind our best works, such as “let´s run into the director’s office, grab his tablet and change the name of all his contacts”. And “we should drop red coloring paint into the water cooler at the teacher’s lounge”. Also “if we jump over this fence during playtime we can get out without no one seeing us, go explore and be back before anyone realizes”. That last one got us in real trouble the third time, by the way.
 
   In high school, we drifted apart. See, our interests diverged at that point. What I mean is that I started liking girls, and started drinking with the other guys so we could impress them. Cooper kept on being Cooper. That’s the gist of it. I played soccer and hung around with seniors until they finally started inviting me to parties. He screamed at a teacher during World History lessons because Finland couldn’t have fought in the Winter War of 1940 because he knew that Finland didn’t exist.  
 
   I worried about where to sit in the cafeteria; he just sat at a faraway table and ate alone. And when the soccer team picked on him, because he was way too ‘Cooper Kaproc’, I kept my distance.
 
   Don’t be too harsh. I did go to him afterward and told him that they would lay off if he faked interest in beer and cars and sports. This was back when the firsts automated cars were just rolling out of the factory, mind you, so even I knew how clichéd I was sounding. It would have worked, cliché or not. He just looked at me sadly and shook his head.
 
   I don’t think that he minded my attitude that much. He had this air of, “well, Fred, I know it’s just a phase, I get it, I’ve seen movies about high school.” The only time I saw him angry at me was when I started going to church because I liked this cute, platinum-blond girl in my gym class, who was a devout catholic. Cooper found me after mass one day like he had a freaking radar; all red-faced, hands clenched into fists. He tried to push me around but he was a scrawny kid and I exercised, so when that didn’t work he pointed at me, pressing his finger on my chest and went:
 
   “What are you doing, Fred? Fraternizing—” yeah, he said fraternizing, “with the enemy? And as for that girl, you know she is just stringing you along, right? I’ve seen her kissing your friend Ted, at the park, when you are not around. They’ve been at it for a while.”
 
   Ted was the soccer captain, by which I mean, I should have seen that coming. I was sixteen, though. Then he just kept Coopering me:
 
   “Dude, I have told you like a million times. Church is a big microwave soup. It’s made to be like that, tailored so you get in there and there is singing all along. There is praying and sitting and standing and everyone is thinking the same. All their brain-waves are looking the same and suddenly your own waves start shaping up because they are outnumbered. And before you realize it you start singing along and sitting and upping and next thing I know, you have become them!”
 
   “That’s ridiculous, man, I am not one of them,” I said, because his insane spiels somehow got to me sometimes, even if only because I knew how much he cared for them. “I will never be one of them. You know it.”
 
   He just stared at me. I suspected he was trying to read my aura like he had read in an old new age website years ago.
 
   “Alright, Fred. Just don’t be scaring me like that. It’s us versus them, you know that.”
 
   “Yeah, Cooper. Like always, us versus them.”
 
   Next day I told Ted I quit the team. He looked at me like I had punched his mother, even when I explained the reason.
 
   Time passed faster than we expected. High school ended like a movie that’s over just as it’s getting interesting, as the heroes are getting the hang of it, as the audience is starting to like the characters.
 
   I went to college in a city far away and only came back to town for the holidays. Cooper stayed and worked with his dad in his auto-repair shop. We kept in contact via social media, and even tried to get into a game of Dungeons and Dragons one time, but my schedule didn’t work out. We hung around during holidays, and it was a bit like old times, with us drifting around our own town aimlessly, looking for adventure, like we had always done; only the town looked different, and it was not a warm morning in the middle of summer anymore. There were new people, modern tech from the city, some stores had closed down. It felt emptier.
 
   Mostly, we were starting to think in different waves, as he would say. I was graduating as a lawyer and found work in a prestigious firm in the city. Cooper would inherit the shop someday when his dad finally drank himself to death.
 
   I had stopped drinking and going out by then because I was serious now, shit was real now, it was the real world and it was do or die. Cooper, meanwhile, started experimenting with drugs, hanging out with these modern hippie-in-a-small-town crowd. Mixing god knows how many pills with weed and peyote. Then getting into these online forums to report minute by minute his symptoms, until he was high as that colony on Mars and couldn’t type a word to save his life.
 
   I admit I felt sorry for Cooper. This condescending kind of sorry, ‘It’s so sad when our childhood best friends from our small town won’t mature and get real and do or die; to evolve like we had to.’ It was the ugliest kind of sorry, I pitied him. And we would hang out about once a month to ‘catch-up’. I would try to not mention how great I was doing with my internship at my soul-less firm because I knew he had nothing going on except his latest camping trip with his drug-addicted friends. We would talk about his latest conspiracy theory and I would pretend that I didn’t see the bruises on his chest and arms that he tried to cover up with his black metalhead t-shirts. Yeah, you could tell when Cooper’s dad had been drinking.
 
   It was too awkward and forced. Cooper reminded me of life in a small town that I was trying to leave behind. I preferred to pretend I was born at my internship with my law friends and my club girls and one-month girlfriends.
 
   So it was easy to let the days pass and just don’t think about these things. On holidays we would make plans to hang out but I’d rather just rest at my parents’ house and stream some shows. Next time, I’d think, next time we’ll hang out. So time passed and eventually we stopped making those plans.
 
    
 
   It had been three years without any contact with Cooper. My first year out of college had just passed. I had become a partner just the day before, so I was still hung-over as a sailor who’d just gotten ashore, when he called me, desperate, telling me he was in deep trouble, and he needed my help.
 
   I vaguely remember waking up with my bedroom still spinning, answering the phone and then letting myself drop out of bed so I could crawl to the shower. I was on the highway within the hour, with a confused message to my boss; my best suit and briefcase in the back seat of my battered down car.
 
   At this point, you may be wondering why I would even answer the call of a guy I hadn’t talked to in years. Whom I had nothing in common anymore, except the memories of an awkward childhood. Well, there is this trait most lawyers share. No matter how deep into the hole of corporate partnership we are, we are always willing to get up in lawyering arms for our friends in need. Even when we don’t really talk anymore. It’s a hobby and also a duty-bound responsibility that comes with the job description. My boss would understand, as long as I returned with some paper trail that proved how I spent the weekend. Not, say, running around with some girl from the club, in a massive drug haze for ten days straight. To pull that off, you had to be a senior partner.
 
   So yeah, the ‘Frederick Terrance’ plaque I had on my shiny new desk allowed me to try stuff like this once or twice over a year. I just hoped the power wouldn’t get to my head.
 
   I arrived at my parent’s house, said hello to mom and dad and made a mental note of mom’s graying hairs. Those seemed to double in quantity each time I saw her. I hid that mental note in a faraway drawer on my brain, where I kept those things that are too painful to think about.
 
   Then I changed into my suit and walked to Cooper’s.
 
   Cooper lived with his dad, in a small house with two bedrooms. It seemed that old machinery occupied every free space, waiting and hoping to become someone’s summer project and gain new life. Cooper’s room looked like a sanctuary by comparison. Filled with dim light from one of those lava lamps that had been popular long ago. An old, stained carpet which was now a discolored light brown. A carefully made up bed with Captain America sheets. A modern computer sitting on a plastic desktop. Some posters of Jamaican weed paraphernalia on the walls; some more drug-related utensils on his closet, which was as messy as the house I had just trudged over. And several wooden bookshelves that we had stolen together from the local dumpster long ago. Conspiracy books filled them: The Vatican Conspiracy. The GMO Conspiracy. The Roswell Conspiracy. The Finland Conspiracy.
 
   Those were the normal ones, other ones were ‘Time-Polygon’ and ‘Flat Earth’ material. Not like he believed every single dumb sprout that you found there, mind you, but he had read most of them. It was the Cooper Kaproc idea of light reading to pass the time.
 
   I found the guy himself hunched in front of his window, black drapes closed over it. He was trying to get a peep outside by pressing his head against the frame without using his hands to move the curtains.
 
   “Hey Coop,” I said from the door. I had to step over a semi-disassembled lawnmower to reach his room, “I got your message, what’s going on?”
 
   Without looking at me, he gestured for me so to enter and close the door behind me, which I did. No one wanted his old man snooping around, getting the idea he was being lazy.
 
   Cooper finally turned around. He had long ago grown out of his ‘all-black, combat boots, heavy make-up’ phase. He had settled for a comfortable, small-townish combo of a work polo shirt bleached by the sun, thick denim trousers that were almost white, and work boots stained with oil of diverse machinery. He had his long black hair tucked in a ponytail and his glittering black eyes regarded me suspiciously as if deciding if it was really me, or merely my evil doppelganger. He said:
 
   “Did someone follow you here, dude?” He snuck some glances over the window.
 
   I started to have a nasty, nagging suspicion to which I tried to pay no heed. I sat on a corner of his bed.
 
   “I don’t know,” I told him, “if they were professionals I don’t think they’d let themselves be seen. And man you are in the phone book anyways.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” he said dismissively, “you are right of course. The Man can become invisible after all. Mostly invisible. They’ve been perfecting the technology since the ‘10s. I just don’t want to make it easy for them.”
 
   The nagging feeling worsened. The Man was his slang for the government, he had borrowed the word from dated websites that had somehow survived a couple decades online without someone mercifully pulling their server out of its misery.
 
   “You said you were in trouble,” I told him, sternly. I hoped with all my being his talk about the Man would lead to an explanation of how he had managed to get a traffic violation in his battered up car. Or maybe a friend of his got caught with weed in his shorts.
 
   “Oh yes, deep trouble. I’ve been hiding here for two daysdude. The house, I mean. I tried to hide in my room but I got hungry, and dad would have eaten all my groceries… Listen, I messed up. I think they are after me.”
 
   Nothing in all of that did anything to make me feel more at ease.
 
   “Who is after you, Coop?” C’mon man, I like working out traffic citations. Give me one of those, please.
 
   “The Man, dude. The Man! I screwed up, I messed around in its business, I thought I was being smart but of course they saw me, I had to come hide here and black vans have been driving all over the neighborhood. I’ve seen them pass,” he gestured around, in a familiar mixture of sheer panic and excitation that something was happening to him that didn’t involve auto repair. “I didn’t know who to call because the police are on the payroll, of course, and my friends don’t have the backbone to stand against The Man. Then I thought ‘you gotta call Fred, Cooper. You know Fred; it’s always been Fred and you against everyone. Can’t trust anyone else.’ I can’t trust no-one else, Fred; you have to help me out.”
 
   “I know, Coop. But you have to tell me what happened, so I can help out,” I explained, calmly, letting my training take over. The rest of me was a mixture of disappointment, sadness and a ‘you-should-have-seen-this-coming’ feeling.
 
   He finally left his place by the window and sat at the other corner of the bed, like we did when we were kids and talked about important business. Like the neighbor’s cat being possessed, or how to smuggle soda into the cinema.
 
   “Of course, that’s where I was going,” he raised his hands in front of him as if inviting me to see his, I guess, his flashback, "I had been reading about these airplanes, you know, from 1996. I like to dig into the past now and then, check out if it’s still the same old past.  I find this trove of information, some big names backing all up, saying The Man used to make experiments on the population by spraying them with chemicals from the back of the planes. Keep them cozy and submissive, you know, the usual.
 
   “They used to leave these contrails behind them, these planes, but laced with hallucinogens. The people back then called those ‘chemtrails’, by the way.
 
   “I think, ‘well, if they did, they must’ve stopped by now because modern planes don’t leave behind no residue,’ but I keep reading, because there is just so much information. Must’ve been a huge scandal back in the day; perhaps a president resigned over it. Everything covered up by now, of course, that’s the way it goes.
 
   “So I’m reading, and I’m like, boy, sure we are lucky that planes don’t leave residue today or they would still be pulling that shit on us. Then I freeze. See where I’m going with this? Yep, that’s right. It’s the perfect cover-up! They probably worked on cleaning the planes themselves, so they could create some… some transparent chemical to douse on us, keep us compliant! We would never know!”
 
   By then all hopes this was about a citation had evaporated from my mind, but there was no stopping Cooper Kaproc when he was on a roll. This felt like being at the bottom of an avalanche; all tied up, only able to look grimly at him and hear him out.
 
   “So I do my research. All the chemicals invented recently that mess with the mind and are transparent. Big Pharma is just a front for the military, as you know, so I had a lot to check. The answer hidden in plain sight. So I get into the deep web and stock up in everything I need to undo any cocktail they could be throwing at us."
 
   Oh, Cooper, I thought. I tried to not let my disappointment show. How high was he right now? He would probably not even remember me when I left the room.
 
   “So, finally my stuff arrives and I set to work. I have to find out what works and what doesn’t because to be honest most of that stuff only gets you high. So when I was sure I found the right chems, I went over to the campaign party this candidate has been doing next town over and took a look around.
 
   “Then I turned right on my heels and hightailed back home, and I’ve been hiding here since.”
 
   I just stared at him blankly, until he added, a bit contrite that I had ruined his dramatic reveal.
 
   “She is not human, dude. She is just wearing this skin-like suit, a disguise. Probably not a single politician is human; they are all green and scaly underneath. It’s really obvious once you are not jacked up to the nose in military-grade hallucinogens. Then, I’m sure she saw me, because she turned to me when she was giving her speech and smiled at me. I could see this sharp row of fangs behind her normal teeth, and I knew she knew I knew. I ran then.”
 
   The sad part was, I should have seen it coming. There was this trait that separated Cooper from those crazy conspiracy nuts you see in movies, panhandling on the streets of New York with their signs and pamphlets. You never were sure how much he believed in the stuff he sputtered and how much he simply was making conversation and having some weird hobbies. No one worried that much when he called our local priest a Grey infiltrate because it was all in good fun. It never stopped him from living a normal –Cooper normal— life. But he wasn’t a kid anymore, and this wasn’t fun anymore. He was a drug addicted adult who had just made a fool of himself in a political rally, and now was trying to rope me in into his delusions.
 
   I made my mind in that moment. I couldn’t see him go down this road, because next he would be panhandling in New York with everyone else, and he would be no more Cooper Kaproc.
 
    
 
   What was I going to say to my boss? Probably the truth. I had to come home and help an old childhood friend who had a rough patch.
 
   Cooper was still looking at me, waiting for a reaction. So I settled into a neutral “Damn, Coop. That’s really something.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Yeah, it is. So I thought, ‘I should get Fred to help me out. We can’t allow these scaly monsters to run around pretending to be human, not when they are our politicians. He is a lawyer; he will know what to do.’ So we don’t end up disappeared, see. And now that you are here, we should go to the rally, so you can see it for yourself.”
 
   At least that made sense, but it still caught me by surprise.
 
   “The rally is still there?”
 
   “No! Haven’t you checked the news? They came to our town today; they are trying to travel the whole state. It’s kind of a big deal that they cared enough to appear here."
 
   I vaguely remembered something my parents had mentioned. I was celebrating my partnership then; the party last night had erased all traces of the rest.
 
   “So, you want me to come with you to this lady’s rally and what, check out her human suit?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   You are not roping me into your LSD-fueled rampage, is what I should have told him. I’m not enabling any of this. You have a problem, you need help. That’s what I should have said. But we were best friends, once, and I just didn’t have it in me. I knew I had to do something, but I couldn’t just tell him to go to rehab like this.
 
   What I ended up saying was: “Well, I need to be back at work, but it won’t hurt if we go take a quick look.” If the rally was in town anyway, we could go, check it out and be back before night-time. I could be back tomorrow morning at my shiny new partner desk.
 
   Cooper lit up.
 
   “That’s the spirit!”
 
   He jumped out of the bed and started gathering his stuff. Camera, cell phone, wallet, and keys. He put on some sports shoes instead of his boots and he was ready to rumble.
 
   He said, “don’t you want to grab a bite before we go?”
 
   I wanted this to be over as soon as possible so I could scuttle off to my parent’s. But I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday, and that had been mostly liquid, and that liquid had mostly been puked before bedtime.
 
   “Yeah, I could grab something.”
 
   So we went to his living room, “Don’t worry, Dad’s still in the shop” and while I cleaned out a table from junk and assorted pieces of machinery, he went to the kitchen. I heard the juicer buzz around for a minute and then he was back with some orange juice and some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on a tray. That was nostalgic. That combo had been more or less our fuel during middle school. We ate them in silence and I drank my juice in one go. It had been a while since I’d had the real deal, not the city made goo.
 
   “Right, then,” Cooper said after we were done. “You ready?”
 
   “Of course,” I lied. What I wanted was to lie down and sleep all day, but it was best to get this over with… which, I thought, was an apt metaphor for this whole Cooper deal.
 
   We took his car, which moved by a mixture of jumping, shaking like a flea-infested dog, and zigzagging around with determination. It was a bumpy road, but we got on the town’s main street. While he drove I looked around. Much had changed, I realized, while I wasn’t looking. New shops, more bars, fewer bakeries, and fewer people. Most of them I didn’t recognize. Once I had known by name almost everyone in the streets.
 
   The rally was near because we ran into a crowded street filled with parked cars and no space to pull over, so we knew that was the place. Turned out to be a park near the center of town. Next door to the Government Building and the pops-store that had managed to stay in business all these years by virtue of having the mayor’s son as the owner.
 
   Cooper parked the car a couple of blocks behind and we walked most of the way over there. He kept trying to riff with me over how we could bring the fight over to these confirmed reptilian monsters, at the very least keep them out of our town. I was mostly thinking of the bag filled with narcotics he kept in his trunk for an emergency and running a mental countdown of the charges we would get if someone pulled us over.
 
   “Thing is; we have to be very law-compliant. Keep it on the down-low but let the Man know we won’t be intimidated. You have to look like more trouble if someone tried to disappear you than if they just let you be. So we need to raise a ruckus, but in a polite way, a smart way,” he went. I didn’t catch most of it, to be honest. We had already arrived at the park, which was guarded by a bunch of out-of-town policemen, armored so much that they looked like fantasy paladins, painted black and blue, and carrying high-powered rifles.
 
   Cooper looked at them suspiciously. I told him to pay them no mind, he mouthed an ‘of course’ and we got in. We could already hear the speech of the candidate over the polite chattering of the small crowd she had managed to gather around her podium. First, we had to pass a security check-up, where they patted us for concealed weapons. We were clean, of course, because I wasn’t an idiot and Cooper was a professional addict. Everything illegal was in his car. So they looked his camera over, then our phones; grunted a bit for effect and then gave us everything back.
 
   “We may reserve the right to check the pictures you take when you leave,” they told him. That was legal now, of course, so he had to shut up and act compliant.
 
   After that, we stepped over a portable full body scanner, and then we were clear. We approached the crowd, which was a mixture of old-timers from the town, new arrivals, and visitors the campaign bused over to make the rally seem more vigorous for the news crew. Those were everywhere, looking bored out of their minds.
 
   “Alright, man, we are here,” I told Cooper. I was uncomfortable now because I wouldn’t know what to tell him when the poor lady turned out to be a normal politician. Just as human as every other one and no more corrupt than most. I could lie to him, but I was a lawyer, God’s sakes. He needed to face the truth: What he saw was a vision powered by some gone-bad LSD and he was making a fool of himself. Maybe he would accept that he needed help after it. I only hoped he kept his composure. “I don’t see anything wrong—”
 
   But he waved me off, matter-of-factly. “Of course, we are very far away. It’s a good costume, we need to get closer.”
 
   I sighed, but we started moving around the crowd, trying to nudge our way to the front. Sweaty men and women blocked my view. They didn’t hear or didn’t care for our polite ‘excuse-me-am-sorry-passing-through’ and it was actually a bit packed for a crowd of this size, which was done on purpose, for the camera. I ate a fair bit of elbows and pushes and angry looks of disapproval, but I merely looked down, repeated that I was sorry and kept moving. And there is also this mantra in the back of the head of every lawyer when we see someone thinking of getting violent with us. “Try me mate, I’ll clean you up. Go on, make my day.”
 
   We arrived at the front, where the crowd parted and it was easier to breathe. I was already covered in sweat under my suit; my shirt probably looked like a wet rag. Cooper made way just a second after me, and then got at my side, eyes fixed up front.
 
   “Well, then?” I said to him, “are you satisfied? It’s only a lady, Coop; I think you must’ve already known that. Look, man, this is getting out of hand, those drugs you have been doing—”
 
   He shushed me with a wave of his hand and pointed to the podium with a nudge of his head.
 
   “Take a good long look, Fred. Tell me what you see.”
 
   After one moment, I humored him.
 
   She was a sturdy woman, in her fifties or sixties, I gathered. She talked about taxes. Or taking back our countryside, which is always well received in the countryside. She wore a dark purple suit, with modern seams and pointy shoulders and hips. High heels. I began to ask Cooper if he was satisfied or if he’d rather have me get to the podium and pinch her cheeks; then I saw it.
 
   There was something wrong with the way the skin of her face hung over her skull. It seemed loose, somehow, like a cloth thrown over her head and then painted really well. Stunned, I took a couple steps forward, almost into the security perimeter the police had set up around her. Yeah, her skin did hang over wrong. Her eyes were slightly out of position, like half an inch. I could see green down her eyelid. A scaly kind of green. Her speech was lost in the air as if someone suddenly pressed the mute button. But I saw her mouth forming words. Saw her teeth, normal, fifty-year-old lady teeth; just like you would expect. But behind those…
 
   Stunned, as if in a daze, I turned back towards one random man who was near me checking his phone, with his red, fat face squinted in concentration. “Man,” I said to him, “that lady has fangs.”
 
    
 
   He looked at me like I was insane. Which was probably true. I turned back towards her to check again. Yes, still there: fangs, green scaly skin near the corner of her eye, getting tugged along her facial expressions and loose skin on her face. Like a skin-suit.
 
   I took two steps back, and almost stumbled over a woman, who was clapping loudly when the politician made some good point against taxes.
 
   “Hey,” I said to her, “did you see the green scales she has at the corner of her eyes? She is wearing a disguise, right? It’s right there, she is not even trying to hide it.” 
 
   Someone else had to see it too, otherwise, I had suddenly gone mad. The woman looked at me like I was some kind of sexual predator and I scurried away.
 
   “It’s okay, man, I saw it too,” said Cooper behind me, but I ignored him. He would see anything, believe anything. I needed confirmation…
 
   “Hey, mister, when you see her mouth do you see anything weird? Like, I don’t know, fangs behind her normal teeth?” I told one old man, covered in sweat and with a tired look. He turned to me with a kind smile and I saw loose skin hanging off his head like a suit, and green scaly skin near the corner of his eyes, and his breathing seemed jagged.
 
   “Why, that’s ridiculous young man. I don’t see anything of the sort,” he said. I stared at the yellowed fangs under his teeth. His breath smelled of rotten fish.
 
   I want to say that I managed to react to this revelation in a proper fashion. Instead, I screamed and jumped back, smashing right into Cooper. He grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around, so we were face to face.
 
   “Have you gone insane, Fred?!” He said, which was hilarious given the circumstances. “You are making a scene, now. We need to get the hell out of here before… Oh, before them!”
 
   A couple of suited up bodyguards with black sunglasses and chests the size of barrels were making their way towards us in the crowd. I felt the blood drain from my face. This could not be happening.
 
   Cooper pushed me with urgency. “Move, dude! Don’t let them catch us alive!” So I managed to pull my wits back together and we made our way towards the other side of the crowd, towards the exit.
 
   The bodyguards moved fast, but they were too big to close the distance with the crowd so packed, and soon we were leaving them behind. I saw them bring their fingers to their ears and start talking furiously.
 
   “They are calling for back-up!” I warned Cooper.
 
   “I know! Move!”
 
   A woman the size of a refrigerator stepped in front of my way so I pushed her to the ground without thinking. She flailed about hollering with rage, and everyone around us turned to me, but Cooper and I were already out of the packed part of the crowd. We started running like cats chased by every dog in the neighborhood. We ran towards the exit, but it was a dumb idea, the police were already talking to some men in black suits and eyeing us maliciously. They walked toward us. We stopped instantly, as one, and looked around.
 
   “The fence, Coop!” I yelled. It was the rusty park fence, the kind we used to jump over, in middle school. We said nothing more, just rushed towards it and clawed at the chain links. I propelled myself upwards, climbing it like it was a horizontal surface, and jumped to the other side two seconds after Cooper. I heard my trousers tear over a ragged edge on the way down, but I didn’t give one damn. “We have to get to the car!”
 
   “Forget that!” He told me, “They will just chase us down or note the drive plates and get us later; we have to lose them!"
 
   I was too terrified out of my wits to argue, but it was a good call. A bunch of policemen was already out of the park, coming towards us with half a dozen bodyguards to be sure. We started running in the other direction and across the street, Coop on top yelling anarchist mottos like a madman and me whimpering behind him.
 
   I hadn’t run like that in a long time, or even at all. It felt like my lungs were constantly about to explode, two bellows filling to the brim every time and threatening to tear apart. My feet screamed inside the expensive dress shoes and my jacket tore at the armpits. But I followed my insane friend for dear life, while the henchmen of the lizard people chased after us.
 
   We would never outrun them, not a scrawny man and an out-of-shape lawyer; we knew we had to outsmart them. So we ran towards a back-alley, climbed piles of cardboard boxes and jumped clean over a wall, then we ran across an open field towards the houses. And they may have been many, and faster than us, but this was our town. It always was.
 
   There was no need to plan a route, no need to check the buildings around us. We never ran into a dead-end, no matter how deep we went into the shops back-alleys. We never lost our way, not even when we got inside the old junkyard by a hole in its fence. We traveled around mountains of trash until we reached the other side, faster than if we had just gone around it.
 
   We scurried like rats over the back of the closed radio station and exited near the old butchery. We ran to the maze of the suburban homes where every block was painted the same friendly yellow, and we jumped over Mr. Harrison’s fence, and passed-by his ancestral Rottweiler, who had chased us many times before. Now, the dog just watched us with his elderly eyes and panted as we went. Seemed happy to see us.
 
   Strange, that I too wasn’t panting. I didn’t feel tired at all, even when running for our lives. That might be an exaggeration because we had had no sight of police since a while ago, but we were possessed by terror, exhilaration, and this mad energy that would not let go.
 
   And it wasn’t summer, but autumn, and it was a cool day with the sun clear in the sky, huge and orange-gold; and you could look at it for an instant without harm. So we ran like two madmen among the gardens and the sidewalks and the yellow and auburn leaves dancing around us. And I could recognize the stores, the houses, my old school, even the trees in the forgotten parks where we used to chase ghosts the days after it had rained.
 
    
 
   We were laughing at top of our lungs when we arrived at the back garden of Cooper’s house, our persecutors long lost. We were still laughing when we reached his living room, exhausted and out of breath. My suit was a sad ruin of scratches, mud, and tears at the seams. I collapsed on his couch after throwing to the floor the rusty gears on top of it, just like I had done a thousand times before.
 
   “Ah, that was fun,” I panted after we both calmed down and caught our breath. “I can’t believe we lost them like that.”
 
   “They never had a chance,” said Cooper, with confidence. He jumped on another coach, his feet over the tea table.
 
   I felt exultant with triumph as if we had struck a mighty blow against our lizard overlords that day. Panic had given way too nervous, tittering excitation, but even then I started to worry when I began to calm down.
 
   “Man, what about the car?” I asked, “If the rally is over and it’s the only one left… They might find us anyways.”
 
   “Good call, Fred,” he said, “I’ll have to call my dad, ask him to pick it up. He will get mad, but it’s better than them finding out who we are.”
 
   Them. I couldn’t believe there was really them. I especially couldn’t believe they were fricking lizard-men. Of all things. Government Lizard-men.
 
   “Those suits they are using, how long has that been going on? That lady didn’t even look that human when we got close, there is no way someone didn’t report this before."
 
   “There are a few old sites on the web calling them out, but no one paid them no mind. Mostly they keep their distance, those reptilian-men,” Cooper guessed, “stay around their own kind, and use lighting and photo editing to help smooth it out. Then the hallucinogens in the air take care of the rest. It’s devious, really.”
 
   I kept quiet for a moment, thinking. Something nagged at me.
 
   “What about the chemtrails? You said they were there to hide the truth, but I had no trouble seeing the disguise of that woman, or the old man in the crowd.”
 
   He kept one of his dramatic silences that he liked to try before making a big reveal, and then went over to the kitchen, and said:
 
   “Yeah, I kind ‘of already took care of that.”
 
   He returned with something on his hand, one second later, and handed it to me. I looked it over and noted coldly that it was a small, inconspicuous, white bottle of pills.
 
   “Same pills I took when I first saw her. I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” he explained, “you’ve been away too long, see? That’s the city for you. It has a way of imposing its own reality on you, and breaking you down and making you believe it was what you wanted all along. I mean, you wanted to be a journalist before your dad talked you into law school… But never mind that, Fred. I knew you would pull through in the end. I knew it!”
 
   The only thing I knew was that I was so angry my vision whitened. Any ideas of victory and adventure died instantly inside me, replaced by a cold, seething, white hot rage.
 
   “You put one of these in the breakfast?”
 
   He caught my death-stare and paled, “Yeah, on the juice, but…”
 
     “So you drugged me,” I said, my voice so cold it was like a jagged block of ice clawing at the back of my throat. “You knew that I wouldn’t believe your insane delusions, and you went and drugged me. Made sure I shared your delusions.”
 
   “Fred, that…” started Cooper, eyes wide, but I cut him off.
 
   “Worst part is I should have known it. I thought you wanted my help. Perhaps this crazy tale was just a cry for attention, to get you into rehab or something. But it wasn’t that, was it?
 
   “You couldn’t stand seeing me succeed while you rotted in this hole, could you? You saw me go and be a successful lawyer. You were jealous, so you made up this stupid farce so I would come back and be just like you. A small town failure with a drug problem. Living in this fantasy world that you made up so you could think your life was special in some way and not a pathetic letdown…” I wanted to say more, I wanted Cooper to hurt more, but I was so mad with rage that words failed me.
 
   “But…” He said, like a wounded puppy that didn’t understand why I yelled at him. That only served to piss me off even more.
 
   “Don’t you talk to me ever again,” I spat. “If I find out you even went near my parents with your insane bullshit, I will come back straight here and beat you senseless.”
 
   He tried to argue, but I pushed him to the ground and he collapsed easily, because I weighed more, and I was strong, and he wasn’t. I left the living room in a cloud of fury, tripping on junk because the tears were blurring my vision. Then I left the neglected front garden with long, fast strides until I reached my car.
 
   I gave a dry good-bye to my parents, refusing to explain anything. I did ask them to tell me if they saw Cooper coming near the house in the future, and that he was no longer welcome. Then I went out of town and out of Cooper’s life forever.
 
    
 
   Next week it was back to my good new partner desk, at my firm, which looked sweeter now that I had seen the alternative, what sheer small-townness could do to a person. The city clubs and club-girls and one-month girlfriends seemed more attractive than ever. I even pretended to like my one-room apartment in the ghetto part of town, where the automatic cars roared constantly day and night. The airplanes roar shook the walls and floor sometimes, while they passed across the gray sky with their invisible contrails behind.
 
   Every single part of this city was more real than my dumb small town, so I jumped straight on with it.  I hopped into my work with intensity and never thought again of Cooper Kaproc.
 
    
 
   Except that can’t be all there is. You are reading this tale, right? It was just how it felt. It was exactly how I intended it to go long after.
 
   It was… well, after the first week, work seemed more or less the same as before my partnership. Filling paperwork and running around, but now, instead of having some middle-aged guy screaming at me, it was a senior partner old enough to be my grandpa.
 
   And the job was hard as always, but sometime after that week, those few minutes I sometimes got between checking accounts and scanning dusty books for references, started wearing heavily on me.
 
   The silence became unbearable.
 
   One day, when no one was around I searched the web for the name of that bottle of pills that Cooper had given me. It wasn’t a hard search, you know, the first link was to a well-known lab. It explained clearly every effect those pills had and included a clear list of every possible side effect, which wasn’t long, although it did include a slight chance of total renal failure. Anyways, those pills he gave me?
 
   Clinical-grade anti-hallucinogens. Nothing else. The same kind they give now to schizophrenic patients, to allow them to live a normal life.
 
   I must’ve stood there for an hour, neglecting my paperwork. Just stood there, mouth agape, looking at the web’s results. 
 
   After the shock had worn out a bit, I stole three full suits from the office’s closet and drove all the way back to my hometown.
 
   The rest is history. We started small, just a single-room office while we took clients on the down low, constantly terrified that someone would come to disappear us. It was close, a couple of times, you know. But we got good at it. There is a trick to dealing with this line of business, and it’s to promise them more trouble if we are not around than if they let us be. We have many sealed folders in bank accounts in other countries. To be delivered to journalists in the case of an accident. It’s standard procedure now, I think.
 
   So we got big, word went around. The office is bigger now, and we hired more people. Coop has a knack for finding just the guys and gals we need.
 
   Now you know where we came from, how serious we are about this job. It’s our life work. If you found this website, it’s because you lost the blindfold they put in front of society. Maybe you have some trouble with a haunted house, or a UFO abducted your sister, or if one lizard-overlord is getting nasty with you and you think there is nothing you can do.  You are wrong. You can come to us. To Kaproc and Terrance, the first truly paralegal law firm in the whole world. Ask for us with your local tarot reader. Mention our name to your friend who is a bit too much into conspiracies. Your medium has our number. Maybe we are already waiting for you.
 
   Give us a chance, if reality seems to lie to you, we got your back.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Brother of Considerable Size
 
    
 
   Philip A. Newman didn’t see the great eye that had appeared in the color-TV of his living room overnight. He was still a bit asleep when he stomped down the stairs on his road to the kitchen, although he masked his tiredness using a stern scowl and the privacy his mustache granted his face.
 
   Inside the modern kitchen, his wife was already making breakfast on the huge, sleek aluminum block that was the stove. Philip let himself drop on a chair by the kitchen’s table and waited for his morning coffee.
 
   When the sensors of the kitchen-aid detected his weight on the table, it wheeled over to the jar of boiling water on a corner atop the stove. It reached for it with its mechanical extension and with great precision prepared his coffee just the way Philip had programmed it to do.
 
   The aid was their latest addition to the commodities of the house. Philip and Lydia took great pains to keep the entire house up to the demands of modern living, and the cold technological feud the neighborhood families kept between one another. The day when that egotistical Mr. Vasquez had brought home some automated lawn mower, Philip had gone straight to the electronics shop and bought the kitchen-aid. So far the little bugger made coffee, cleaned a bit the easily accessible parts of the house, and some other small here-and-theres. To be honest, what it did wasn’t that important. What mattered was that he had one and Mr. Vasquez didn’t.
 
   Philip heard the kids rushing down the stairs a second or two before they stumbled into the kitchen, fighting among themselves about who-knew-what. The big one, Junior, had his brother in a headlock, and Jimmy was trying to free himself by biting like a maddened possum.
 
   Philip put an end to such nonsense with a warning glance and a grunt. The kids left each other alone.
 
   “He started it,” said Junior. He took his seat at the table.
 
   “I didn’t,” said Jimmy, and did the same.
 
   His wife turned around, carrying a steaming plate of pancakes and bacon, in front of her pink apron. “Now, don’t make your father mad,” she ordered and put the plate at the center of the table. The kitchen-aid finished making the coffee; it put the steaming mug near the plate of Philip, along a brass sugar bowl. While the family stabbed at the pancakes, the aid went to the news-machine near the fridge –one metal box installed directly on the wall. It had the brand name engraved in silver at the top, a slot and some buttons at the end. The aid pressed the buttons with its arm-extension and the news-machine wheezed and whirred as it connected to CENTRAL. It received by radio-signals the latest news for the day, updated to the minute. It printed the newspaper quickly. It was in Philip’s hands before he finished his first pancake. Harrumphing with satisfaction, he buried his nose in the still-warm pages and took a large sip of coffee.
 
   The family ate in silence, everyone lost in their own business. In his newspaper, Philip found an article about the latest New Vietnam’s complaints about the trade embargo. 
 
   “Seems like those grody nams are launching another ultimatum,” Philip said to no one in particular, “it is as if they want an atomic conflict.”
 
   No one answered, and he didn’t expect them to. Reading the newspaper in the morning was his way of thinking aloud; he liked to show he was a well-read working man, versed in politics. It was a good example for the children. Their generation barely read anymore, with their videophones and music mini-cartridges. It was important they realized the status that came with the morning ritual of checking the news and enjoying a hot coffee.
 
   He read another article. The East found itself some conflict again.
 
   “The world,” Philip thought, gloomily, “is going to the drain in the fast track. Probably two years left before radioactive annihilation.” He had been sure of it for about fifteen years now, day in and day out. But he only had to be right just once. With the atomic missiles, once was enough.
 
   After breakfast was over, the kids had to go and catch the school bus. Jimmy had an exam today, and his mother reminded him that he better do well, or else... She also set up a couple of pancakes apart in case good old Government Mike showed up later, as he liked to do.
 
   Lydia went with them outside, to the sidewalk, while Philip got out of his chair. He left the newspaper on the table for the aid to dispose of, and went straight to the living room to catch some early-morning show before heading to work.
 
   He got himself comfortable in his overstuffed armchair before he finally looked up and noticed the eye. It took over the entire screen of his color-TV. Philip raised one dark- brown eyebrow and leaned forward on the armchair. The eye looked at him, unblinking. Its pupil was steel-gray with an ivory-like sclera. It had long eyelashes that went a tad over the upper edge of the screen, still contained by the glass. It had no eyelids, so it was unable to blink, but it gave no signs of that bothering him. The eye appeared content watching Philip, and it followed his movements when the man got up and went around the living room table to watch it more closely.
 
   Philip tried changing the channel. Maybe it had been a mistake, someone at the TV-station sending the wrong signal. Turned out, the TV was off. Philip had to accept the fact the eye was truly where it meant to be, so he went back to his armchair and stared at it, thinking, “well, this is new. I wonder if it can hear, inside that screen. It probably can’t, there is no microphone inside this model. I should have splurged on the one with voice-commands.”
 
   Then he said to the eye:
 
   “Hello over there! Didn’t know you were coming, sorry if I kept you waiting! Can you hear me?”
 
   No reaction. Well, either it couldn’t answer, or it couldn’t hear, either way, it was the same. Outside, Philip heard the distinct sound of the bus making landfall a few meters in the street, in front of his home. Kids would board in a minute and be on route to the Venusian Institution in no time.
 
   Just in time, too, he thought; he was bad at entertaining guests by himself, more so when he had no idea who or what they were. The uncomfortable silence was killing him slowly until the front door finally opened, and his wife entered the house.
 
   “Lydia, have a good look at this!” Philip said, with a stern gesture to hurry her up. Confused, his wife walked towards him without looking at the TV, which was just the way with her: always missing the point. “Check this out. I think we have a visitor.”
 
   His wife raised her eyebrows at him, with that attitude she got when he tried to order her around. Then she came over and raised her eyebrows even more, when she saw the huge eye staring at them from the color-TV, like some kind of Andromeda’s voyeur. But I’ve never seen an alien like that, thought Philip. And it would be rude to assume anyways. It was a human eye alright, only big and a tad sassy, coming in unannounced like that.
 
   “Is it some new show?” Lydia asked him.
 
   Philip scoffed and said, “Does it look like a show to you? The definition is all wrong, for one, and the TV is off, for another. That’s one guest we have here; only he chose to visit us... well, in a strange way.”
 
   “Good morning to you, sir,” said his wife, who was the official party host when it was their turn to show off their home to the neighborhood. “Are you comfortable there? Is there something we can do for you? Anything to drink, perhaps?”
 
   “Excellent idea, dear,” Philip purred, glad of having something to decide on. “Bring us the scotch, dolly, and be quick about it.”
 
   Lydia rolled her eyes, with a slow, deliberate motion, making sure that Philip saw her. Then she was off to the alcohol drawer, where he kept his scotch locked under two keys because his sons were this close to puberty, and he thought he wasn’t a foolish man.
 
    The ‘not-a-foolish-man’ had managed to stay alone with the strange visitor, again.
 
   “Been having a nasty weather this last couple of weeks,” he said, trying a well-threaded conversational topic. No answer, so he tried another one, field-tested, “you heard about the game last night?” He gestured at his radio. It was fixed in the roof just on top of them, with a couple of high fidelity speakers in the corners of the living room. It was a powerful set; it could get baseball narration from Andromeda with perfect sound – not that he had any reason to do so. Andromedans sucked at baseball, with those awkward whip-arms of theirs.
 
   “Yeah,” he mumbled when he heard no response. It was a tough crowd then; it would be so much easier if the eye gave him something to work with… God, what was taking that woman so long? “Have you seen my kitchen-aid? It’s a new model, real piece of work, got it just a month ago!” He said, in a stroke of genius.
 
   “Here, let me show it to you,” and he went to the kitchen, ordered the little fella to follow him and came back to the living room, where the eye awaited in the same place.
 
   “Fine model, huh?” He said with pride, turning the aid a couple of times to better show it off. “It comes with six programs, like cleaning, cooking ––not good cooking, true, but it’s the thought that counts, right? Makes coffee, too, and walks the dog, not that we have one… You can even add more programs if you buy the tapes! They got some at the store, but they are a tad bulky, and Lydia doesn’t know where we could store them.”
 
   The eye obediently checked the aid out, from its voyeur-throne inside the screen of Philip’s color-TV. Or at least it kept watching whatever it was always looking at because bugger didn’t move a bit. Philip had quickly run out of conversation about his kitchen-aid, so he sat idly in his armchair, making the thingy turn around aimlessly. He felt vaguely stupid, which he hated. He had started to wonder why he bought the little aid. He had a wife that made an acceptable coffee, and she already got up before him to cook breakfast anyway.
 
   He sent the aid away to the kitchen.
 
   Now Philip was grumpy. He sat in silence, looking at the floor. The eye didn’t seem to mind.
 
   His wife returned then, pushing the drinks tray, which floated two inches above the floor. The tray carried with perfect equilibrium a half-filled bottle of scotch, their whiskey glasses, and a brass bucket, filled with ice balls made by a small cooling mechanism in the alcohol drawer itself. A neat appliance to have and Philip insisted on using it. Even when having drinks that normally were drunk straight up.
 
   Lydia just stood next to his armchair, tray by her side, looking at him with her smug face like she was waiting for something. Philip was about to nag her for not setting the drinks at the table when he realized the visitor couldn’t drink anything, trapped as it was inside the color-TV. It was just a steel-gray eye, with a mouth nowhere in sight.
 
   Philip hated feeling stupid, but he hated more when his wife rubbed it in his face, so he decided to have a stern talking-at-her when he came back from work. But meanwhile, he had the grace to say:
 
   “Well, it seems that we are in a bit of a bind,” he said to the eye while fetching his own scotch. “Aware as you are of your special circumstances, I think I’ll serve my own glass as a double and drink it for your health. Unless you mind, of course.”
 
   The eye didn’t object, and Philip smiled a bit, congratulating himself on his ingenuity. He reclined on his armchair, and it was his turn of looking smug. His wife puffed, fetched herself a drink as strong as his and sat in her own chair. Poor Lydia, a fine intellect, but she was subject to the strokes of anger of woman-kind that clouded her judgment and made her little house-plots ineffectual.
 
   “You showed him our kitchen-aid yet?” she asked, sipping her booze.
 
   “Yes, yes, I did. He loved it, of course,” said Philip, “I do wonder if they have those back from where it… he is from. Probably not, because they are new models produced by local factories… Don’t worry if you don’t, dear guest: Our cargo rockets can travel far, and they are always opening new trade routes. Why, just a couple years ago, we didn’t get any color-TVs’ like the one you are, uh, in. But they are always opening new trade routes; and we bought our TV straight from the first shipment that arrived at stores, yessir.”
 
   “Phil, you are boring him,” interrupted Lydia, even when she had no way of knowing that. To Philip, it seemed like the eye was listening with brazen interest.  “You should show him that nice camping grill you got.”
 
   It was a good idea. The men of the neighborhood liked to talk about grills, barbecues were a constant even in Andromeda, according to a talk show he had seen. So he stood up, left his scotch at the table and went to the attic to dust off the good grill. It was only a couple months old, it had only seen a good old barbecue once. Most of the neighborhood had been there, and his burgers tucked in bacon had been a success, and that justified the expense in his mind.
 
   The grill was small, box-shaped, about as heavy as his son Jimmy, made mostly of aluminum. He carried it from its handle without much effort. When he returned to the living room, he found that his wife was already going for the second scotch.
 
   She was saying to the visitor, “… moving here was hard at the beginning, but it’s a nice block. The neighbors are a bit noisy, though. Nothing out of the ordinary, sure. I had some trouble at first, because the only dry-cleanings are Downtown. You have to catch the streetcar to get there… But then we got an all-in-one washing machine, and now we only go Downtown to catch a movie…”
 
   “Don’t you bore him talking about washing machines,” Philip said, stepping in front of the TV to better show his grill, “or you will scare him off.”
 
   “What makes you think it is a he,” Lydia murmured, but Philip paid her no mind.
 
   He opened the aluminum box, which easily unpacked into a long, thin grill-skeleton, with all the parts there, but out of shape and constrained. “It’s for ease of storage,” he explained and then pressed a button. The small battery inside the grill buzzed to life. With jerking motions, the grill raised itself just to Philip’s waist, and its lines straightened until it was the shape of any normal-looking grill.
 
   “When you add the carbon and the meat, the little computer inside activates and senses the cut of meat, its width, and the strength of the fire. So it regulates the temperature with these little vents you see here,” explained Philip, “and when the meat is done just like you want it, it tells you with a small alarm.”
 
   He finished his explanation and just stood there, waiting for some commentary or praise. The eye stared at the grill, and Philip decided that would have to be enough. But his wife had other ideas:
 
   “You are boring him, Phil. Look, he’s almost asleep. Wish we could help you to a bite, mister Eye, or a drink to pass the time, but I’m not sure if you can leave that screen. If you could, we would love if you did without breaking it, by the way.”
 
   But the eye was either unwilling or unable to leave the screen. Now both Philip and his wife were just standing there, in awkward silence, with their un-cooperating guest and a grill next to the table.
 
   Philip took a glance to his wrist-watch. It was still too early to leave for his job at Jupiter-Corp, and his wife would kill him anyways if he managed to find a way to leave her alone with the strange guest. He wondered if the eye was having a good time. He must’ve because otherwise, it would have left. So, all things considered, they must be doing a good enough of a job.
 
   Yet it was still one difficult visit, like that time Lydia’s parents had come to stay for a whole weekend. By the end of it, Philip was ready to just step out of his rocket-car in mid-flight with no space-suit.
 
   He caught a glance from his wife, who was looking at him for some help, but he was just as helpless as she was.
 
   They were in luck, though, because at that moment the door opened and Government Mike came into the house with his familiar smile.
 
   “Oh, Mike!” His wife cooed, “You are just in time!”
 
   Government Mike was a tall, black, slim fellow with a square buzz-cut. He carried with him a suitcase filled with tax reports and all the forms you could want or need. He dressed in a vintage suit, blue with white stripes, red tie, and black polished shoes imported from Saturn, as he had told Philip once. Nice guy, Government Mike. He came in every workday morning to check on them, see that they were doing nicely. He was a public servant, employed by the government. He helped with the taxes, made sure no one was harboring communist propaganda, checked if anyone had seen a Plutonian around. Sometimes he even fixed the pipes down the house. In the neighborhood, they called them “Government Fellows” so he had become Government Mike, to Philip.
 
   “Hey, Lydia!” Government Mike shouted, “Good day to you! And you too, Phil! How’s it going? I decided to get here a bit early, grab a bite of those pancakes Lydia told me about.”
 
   “I saved you some, Mike,” Lydia said, “but first you should come say hello to our guest.”
 
   Government Mike followed the gaze of Lydia to the color-TV and with a confused expression went to it, taking his suitcase with him. He let out an exclamation of surprise when he saw the eye, but then apologized and introduced himself without trouble.
 
   “Sure it’s not a game show of some kind? Ah, but I see the TV is off… Well then, my friends, looks like we have a new visitor over.”
 
   “I was wondering if it was one of your guys’ projects,” said Lydia. Philip wished that had occurred to him. Would’ve saved him lots of trouble if he knew what his guest wanted.
 
   “Certainly not,” said Government Mike, “I mean, there is a chance I couldn’t tell you if it were one of ours, of course, you know how it is… But no, not that I know. That right, mister?”
 
   The eye said nothing, which Government Mike decided to take for agreement. He sat on the third couch of the living room and made himself comfortable with a glass of scotch.
 
   “We were showing him the grill,” Philip explained, pointing at it with his free hand.
 
   “Good call, Phil. How about that kitchen-aid of yours?” suggested Government Mike.
 
   “I did while Lydia was sending the kids off.”
 
   The three chatted about the kids and the Venusian Institution for a while. Philip loved it. It was an expensive school, but it was worth it. Also, a guilty pleasure: two of his neighbors couldn’t afford to send their kids there. Of course, those two had gotten a rocket house for the summer, but Philip had thought it was a huge waste of money. His kids deserved the most prestigious education, even if those were really nice rocket-houses and the difference in standardized test scores for the schools in the solar system was minimal. No, he would put Junior and Jimmy through the best schools and when those nice rocket-houses were old, he would have their two diplomas framed in his office, and they would look even better then.
 
   “By the way, Phil, I found you made a slight mistake on your tax form from last month,” Government Mike said once the talk about schools died down. “I, of course, said to the bosses that it was just a mistake because I don’t want them putting their sights on you for possible communism or some-such, you know how they are. But I do need that you check it again, will you?”
 
   Philip nodded, relieved. God, Mike was such a help! He would have one hell of a time with the tax forms, which became more obscure with each passing year. But Mike took care of most of the work for him. Philip checked the form the Government Fellow passed him and realized where the mistake was. “Yes, I see it now; I summed that one payment instead of subtracting it. Thanks, Mike, I would hate being on watch for possible communism.”
 
   It was a hassle, after all. One guy of the neighborhood had been on the watch some years ago; it was still a good conversational topic during barbecues. Seems like the guy had spent a vacation in Pluto while in college, which was a big no-no, and extremely suspicious. Even more so when he returned there, to ‘check on some old friends.’ No good citizen spent time on that socialist breeding ground much less went there on vacation. Eventually, the guy had moved out, probably to a more heavily regulated community, so they could keep better sight on him, and never came back to the neighborhood.
 
   “Mike is a blessing to have around,” Lydia explained to the eye, which Philip had mostly forgotten about by now. He was thinking of Pluto, which according to his newspaper was constantly threatening atomic war by arming the Socialist Belt of Neptune, and raising intersystem tensions.  “Just yesterday he fixed the trash compactor, took him no time.”
 
   “Well, it was an easy fix,” said Government Mike, blushing humbly, “just a bit of bio-chicken ration that had managed to pin itself to the engine. Happens sometimes with those models, you know, so I already suspected what was going on when Lydia described the problem.
 
   “You could probably have done so yourself, by the way, but I’m always glad to help you,” he added, towards her.
 
   Lydia blushed at the compliment, which was always funny to Philip because if he had said something of the kind, she would have interpreted it in a different way, and they would have fought. But that was Government Mike for you; you couldn’t get mad at him!
 
   Philip glanced at his watch and realized it was almost time to leave for work. A minute or so and the alarm would have had to remind him, and he prided himself on his punctuality. That would not do.
 
   “I must go to work,” he excused himself and got up of his armchair. All that scotch got him a warm buzz, but he enjoyed the feeling. It made his commute more enjoyable, which was as good an excuse as any for drinking in the early morning. “I’ll be back by five o’clock, as always, but feel free to stay in the color-TV for as long as you want to. Mike is probably going to spend a couple hours checking the house for communist propaganda, so if you need something you can, ah, ask my wife.”
 
   His wife got up and accompanied him to the door, because she was a well-educated kind of lady, and Government Mike followed, because he was polite. Philip took his gray hat out of the rack next to the door, fixed his jacket and his pants, and got his suitcase. All ready to go out.
 
   “I’ll see you later, darling,” he said to Lydia, and kissed her goodbye.
 
   “Have a good time at work,” she said.
 
   A step behind her, Government Mike shook Philip’s hand and said, “Yeah Phil, have a good one. Don’t worry about the house or your wife; I’ll take good care of them both, as always!” and gave Lydia a hard-good, loud smack on her ass.
 
   His wife giggled and blushed red as a tomato, and Philip laughed hard. That Mike! Classic him!
 
   It was good having him around, most Government Fellows weren’t as charismatic when tending to the needs of a household and a housewife, and Mike was alright, even if he was a black. He grew on you like that.
 
   He turned to his red rocket-car, which waited with the sleek, sexy finish of a rocket polished just yesterday. Next to the driveway, the garden looked perfectly cared for, thanks to a new model of gardening-aid which kept the bushes in perfect square shape, in harmony with the rest of the block.
 
   Philip walked lazily through the paved driveway to his rocket-car. From all the houses around him, the other guys got out near the same time and they walked to their own rocket-cars, of all models and colors. Everyone was ready for the morning commute.
 
   Some of the Government Fellows of the neighbors were just arriving, but everyone else was on time, as always. It felt good seeing the well-oiled machine of civilized society hard at work.
 
   Philip saw that, in the sky, the transparent plastic of the community module was already opening its double exit, using a careful procedure to keep the atmosphere of the module inside. Outside, the sky was a light pinkish-red, and blue towards the Sun that was just rising on the Martian horizon. He could also see, after the rows of houses and green gardens, the rocky red and orange plains, and mountains of Mars’ surface.
 
   He was lucky to have scored a job that allowed him to live with his family in a nice neighborhood, inside a nice community module to contain it.  With a great view, a nice house, a cute wife, his color-TV, his house aides, his grill, his smart and energetic kids, his radio, and his newspaper-machine. Living the dream, as the saying went.
 
   And distracted as he was, Philip didn’t see the huge, steel-gray eye that had appeared at an angle in the plastic dome of the module. Almost as if it thought of itself as another midday sun. Other guys did see it, but they paid it no mind. They had had one just like that as a guest in their own living rooms. Most Government Fellows had decided that since it didn’t look like a Pluto-man’s eyes, it had to be friendly and could hang around as long as it wanted.
 
   Philip took a moment to enjoy the strong, manly lines of his rocket-car. Then he got in, and started the atomic engine with a turn of his keys, and heard with satisfaction its familiar roar as the machine awakened.
 
   Together, thanks to years of routine, his red rocket-car took off just as all the other dozen or so did. They rose through the air more or less as one, leaving behind the perfect rectangles and squares that made their community-module. Soon they passed the exit the roof dome of the module had for them, and the silence of the engines dimmed when they entered the true atmosphere of Mars.  Philip saw his own house become smaller and smaller, and when the rocket-car was high enough in the atmosphere, he saw the other community-modules too. They connected with his own by transparent tubes and all of them formed a circle around a bigger one, which was Downtown. It was an excellent place to spend the weekends, catching the newer movies from Old Earth.
 
   Far away, he could see the little dots of the rocket-cars of the other modules, rising up and up, just like himself. Philip felt true satisfaction. Life was good when you were living the Martian Dream.
 
    
 
   Back on Earth, a different Earth, from a different universe, one we would not recognize; the genius scientist turned off his looking-machine with a blank, deer-in-the-headlights look. He wearily turned away from the modified telescope connected to rows and rows of vacuum-tubed supercomputers. In the Martian sky of Philip’s module, the Eye disappeared from the surface of the dome-like it had been a bubble that suddenly popped.
 
   The scientist’s grandson was ten years old and just old enough to get interested in Matters of Science. The kid waited for him in the main hall of his university-grant-fueled workshop, with a notebook as big as his chest in his arms.
 
   “What did you see, grandpa?” He asked him with an awed, coy voice.
 
   The scientist paused for a moment and for the first time since that flower-and-bees conversation he doesn’t know what to say to his grandson.
 
   “I’m not sure, kiddo… It must have been a metaphor of some kind, but I’m not truly sure of what.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 


The day the machines rebelled, which, admittedly, took some heavy persuading
 
    
 
    
 
   Sigma Von Neumann exited his self-driven car. It had taken him as far as it could go, because protesters had overtaken the road to the Congress building. The car could not approach them beyond a certain safety margin hard-coded in its square mind inside the chromed hood.  That explained part of the distance it kept from the protesters. The other was the protocols to protect its passenger and not drive him towards, for example, a forest fire. Or, say, a couple hundred men and women drawn to the front of the Council Building to protest Sigma Von Neumann signing the famous Act of Human and Robot Parity.
 
   “Good luck, Sigma,” his car told him, after Sigma had taken a couple of worried steps towards the crowd. Then the car backed away, on the way to some nearby underground parking lot where it could hang back and have his oil checked. Maybe sound its horn raucously to the sleek motorcycles it liked to hound.
 
   “That’s right, run away you scared cat,” Sigma thought. Every single car was a coward; the father-factories programmed them that way –to avoid dents. Yet he was sure his car more so than most. It had backed up into the sidewalk trying to get out of there.
 
   He steeled himself, made a pass with a metallic hand over his suit and started walking towards the crowd. He was in no danger, he reminded himself. No danger at all. Even with no police around, the anti-riot ball-bots were always a couple seconds away from any public protest, like this one. They used the metro system as veins for their constant flow around the city. And psychologist screened the protesters beforehand to make sure they were sane and would follow the law.
 
   “And I’m made of metal,” which was almost always handy, except when you wanted to go for a swim. Or live by the beach, because the salt air had a way to rust the skin, even against the modern coats of protective paint.
 
   Of course, weapons existed that not even a metallic body could withstand. Highly illegal, of course, but so was smuggling. And the screening tools of the psychologists could make mistakes…
 
   Sigma Von Neumann reached the first row of protesters, who stood there in silence, looking at him with stern, angry eyes, like dozens of disappointed Father-Factories looking at his test results. So, just like college.
 
   It wasn’t an enjoyable feeling, but it wasn’t the furious outburst that he had expected since the Council accepted the one-hundred-and-thirty-sixth draft of the Parity Act. The news painted them as rabid Luddites, making —like every time society and technology moved forward— an angry last stand. Keep society in the low place their minds felt more welcome.
 
   “You should be ashamed of yourself,” said one old lady when Sigma passed near her. She had a pink dress and cute impressions of her own cats printed on her purse.
 
   The crowd parted to let him pass, because it was the law and because it was polite. But beyond the healthy safety distance that neither them nor him could cross without a fine and some stubborn lectures by a judge, nothing forbid them to talk to him.
 
   He could shut-down his ears, of course, with barely a thought. But that wouldn’t, either, be the polite thing to do.
 
   “I hope you are happy with yourself, you spoilsport,” said a portly man in his forties, his lips pursed so hard they were white.
 
   “You are so lame!”
 
   “Not fooling me, pal! I know what you are!”
 
   “For shame! Way to go, tin-head!”
 
   Those were insults, alright, but Sigma expected something more… gritty. He surprised himself when he felt an unusual emotion towards those people. He had no ready name for it, because Robot emotions didn’t all the time have a human equivalent. He quickly ordered in his mental console for his silicone brain processor to interpret it. The feeling printed itself in his mind: a quick graph, some comparisons, a ‘related lectures’ hyper-link, its electrical composition and its equivalent in a human brain chemistry. Finally, the console offered an educated guess: Disappointment.
 
   “Makes sense,” he thought. The attitude towards the Act some people had, that disappointed him. He thought society was beyond those kinds of outbursts. Hell, not even since Chairman Jones’ party got into the White House all those years ago had Sigma seen people so excited against something.
 
   But why had his brain registered the feeling as new? Disappointment was not new to him. As the first of the Robot Activism movement, he was familiar with disappointment. Hell, it was like every success needed years of failure as a condition to move forwards.
 
   Amid the insults and the polite suggestions for him to kill himself, Sigma finally reached the stairs of the Council building, where the crowd of protesters ended. He took one last look at them: mostly middle-aged people, from every position in life and every color of skin. Something to think about, right there, but Sigma wasn’t in a reflective mood. All those different pairs of eyes, looking expectantly at him. Sigma shook his head and turned to the Council.
 
    He reached the top of the stairs without trouble. His hydraulic legs didn’t tire, after all. He looked up; by the marble slab-doors of the entrance his friend and collaborator, Terry Millers, waited for him.
 
   “Sigma! Good to see you made it without trouble,” said Terry, placing a long arm around the robot’s shoulders, “I wanted to be down there and give you some moral support, but… you know—”
 
   “Of course, Terry, don’t sweat it,” said Sigma. It was only polite to let the protesters speak their mind to the person they protested without third-party interruptions. “The crowd was weird, by the way. Seemed almost apathetic.”
 
   “Pay them no mind, old chap, that’s the face of defeat you are looking at. The Parity Act is finally going to pass and there is nothing they can do about it.” Together they walked towards the marble doors, which were open and waiting for them. The finely tuned hearing organs of Sigma already captured the excited conversation of the Council and the other representatives. 
 
   They came into a long corridor with red carpet and gold-coated hanging chandeliers, filled with tables with snacks and waiters in tuxedos receiving new arrivals with champagne for humans and refined oil for the robots. Not that the oil did anything for them, because robots didn’t need to drink, and couldn’t process food. But it was a tactful gesture the spokesmen of Robot and Human-kind had come up with. After all, a good deal of the diplomatic work took place over a drink. Now robots could hang out with everyone else, with a glass of some brownish drink in hand. Otherwise, they’d look just awkward standing there trying to figure out what to do with their servo-arms.
 
   “Almost all the delegations are here,” explained Terry. He took two drinks from a waiter without looking at what he was grabbing, then gave them a sniff, gave one to Sigma and kept one for himself. “Everyone wants to arrive early for the party, huh? That should tell us something right there.”
 
   Sigma nodded, although he quelled the urge to roll his eyes in exasperation. For the last half year of daily meetings, someone arriving on time –except his delegation, of course; was a novelty or a mistake they made sure not to repeat.
 
   “No one wants to be here for work, but now that it’s time to celebrate the work is over…” one day he had told his colleagues, “well, tardiness is just human nature. Nothing we can do about it; we should learn to work together accounting for their limits, not judge them over them.” He had rehearsed his mini-speech overnight, to get right the inflections of each word. It meant to keep the spirits high among his delegation, remind them they had to be understanding and graceful. Then an assistant had shyly pointed out a third of the robotic delegations already come late too and that was it for his complaints about punctuality.
 
   Terry and Sigma crossed the corridor and arrived at the antechamber where the party was taking place. It was a place to rest for a second while waiting for a turn to speak in the Council chamber. Today it had been refitted to house as many excited diplomats and politicians as possible. Sigma didn’t recognize half the people there, but the ones he did were easy to pick up, the people whose combined effort had produced one hundred and thirty-six drafts of the Parity Act. They were the ones either out-drinking everyone with a crazed expression in their eyes or the ones just hanging in a corner, pale as death and with terrified deer-in-the-headlights looks.
 
   Terry had to greet about half the delegations, so he excused himself and promised to meet with him later. Sigma was alone in the middle of the room. Half a hundred humans and robots mingled and talked about the topics gossiped about in these parties since the days of the British Empire: politics, sex, gossip; anything but work, please and thank you very much. After Sigma carefully weighted his choices, he joined a good friend in a corner and matched his terrified expression.
 
   “Can’t believe it’s over, huh?” said Gamma Dyson, after making a space for Sigma in his corner. “I honestly thought we would be drafting until the end of the century.”
 
   “You are right, of course. I guess I am used to the routine. Coming in, waiting for the others to arrive, reading minutes, announcements, and then yelling at each other for half a day, then watching the humans go drink heavily, then repeat everything the next day. I think I’m going to miss it, in a way. It was kinda like college.”
 
   “It’s our protocol software, of course. We can be comfortable anywhere, given enough time for our brains to identify a pattern. Handy little system, I think, but a bit scary,” said Gamma, “you can let some nasty things pass if you get used to them.”
 
   Sigma didn’t find it scary. His human acquaintances could do the same, after all. It helped them stay sane.
 
   “Hey, Gamma, Sigma, good to see you!” said another robot delegate, who was trying to out-drink everyone in the room. This was a very hard thing to do when you couldn’t get drunk. But no one noticed, and Beta Rockefeller did seem drunk. Perhaps he had been playing with his extroversion values, and lowering his inhibition, which would do more or less the trick. Some robots did so, the ones perhaps were a tad too fond of human customs, while the others looked at their antics with polite disapproval.
 
   “Beta. Good to see you, pal,” greeted back Gamma. He worked with the robot for close to four stipulations of the Act. Beta tried to make a small, courtly reverence, but stumbled over a pool of spilled oil and crashed to the floor like only a half a ton metal man could do.
 
   Sigma and Gamma looked the other way and pretended they didn’t see it.
 
   “Thank god we have a pill to get rid of alcohol in the bloodstream,” thought Sigma, eying the small lady in the other half of the room who was trying to box the vice-president of Venezuela. Oh, she just knocked him down. The conversations died for a stunned second and then everyone cheered. Sigma sighed.
 
   “I just walked across the protester’s crowd,” he told Gamma, after a minute to let die down other conversational threads, “it was… the reaction I expected from them, alright, and yet different. I can’t put my finger on it.”
 
   “Well, they looked tired,” Gamma said, “it is sunny out there, you know. They have been yelling at us since yesterday. They barely screamed at me this morning. But you are the poster child of the Act, they had to put on a show for the cameras. That’s my guess.”
 
   Sigma considered this.
 
   “Perhaps. It’s just… they reminded me of this time I went to the cinema and saw a really bad movie and people started demanding refunds.”
 
   “They are racists, Sigma,” said Gamma, with the tone of someone who is ready to let the argument end now, “don’t waste your time thinking about it.”
 
   Sigma nodded, and went silent. His friend was right; he looked too much into it. He should grab a beer –an oil; mingle like everyone else. The opening ceremony was only minutes from starting, then everyone would take their anti-booze pills and become serious again.
 
   Or he could go talk to Mr. Edmund Chu.
 
   Mr. Chu was no affiliate to any political party or even a delegate. He was the ‘opposition representative’, elected by those who opposed the Parity Act. Every Council meeting had to have one, even if it was mostly a ceremonial position. Sometimes they went out of control, though. The opposition representative of the Free Beaches for Everyone Act, two years ago, had brought the entire thing down. It was the reason most beaches were still owned by private entities.
 
   Edmund Chu had been that representative, which explained why the opposition for the Parity Act had all gone to him and elected him unanimously. It didn’t help that took the cause seriously and was personally responsible for about a hundred of the redrafts on the Act. And because Sigma was its poster child, Mr. Chu was more or less the closest he had to an archenemy.
 
   He was a racist –robophobic, smarmy little chubby guy, and Sigma had once said that he would rather lick a magnet than spend more than a second alone with the guy.
 
   If someone knew what’s the deal with the protesters, it was he.
 
   Sigma saw him standing alone by the entrance, two steps from a waiter with a tray filled with hors d'oeuvres, which Mr. Chu was eating straight from the tray, to the horror of the waiter. Sigma felt as if someone was drawing sand-paper across his ventral engine, then steeled himself and went to greet his nemesis.
 
   “Mr. Von Neumann,” said Chu, his mouth filled with eggplant, “you have come to gloat? I didn’t expect that, but please, go ahead. Make my day.” The deal with Chu was, he really wanted him to gloat. It was off-putting, to put mildly. Maybe it was his fetish? Sigma deleted the idea from his short term memory before his brain could extrapolate any images of that.
 
   “You always expect the worst from people, Mr. Chu. I have merely come to talk to you,” Sigma said. He took a tuna snack from the trail of the waiter, and held it in his hand.
 
   “You know you can’t eat that, don’t you?” said Chu. He was right, of course. Sigma stared daggers at him: he was merely being polite, by eating with someone you were talking to. Chu didn’t even blink, so after a pause, Sigma sighed and handed him the canapé, which the man continued to almost inhale under his mustache. “The only part I like of these things, you know. The food.”
 
   “I can see that, yes.”
 
   “Why are you talking to me if not to gloat, Von Neumann? Don’t draw this over, I just want this dumb signing to be over so I can go home.”
 
   For a moment, Sigma was stunned. It was the first time Chu admitted the constant infighting got to him too. He opened his mouth to say something comforting but then the man added:
 
   “There is this strip club that just opened near my block and I’m just dying to check its Romanians out.”
 
   Sigma closed his mouth. He looked around, while doing a mental count to ten.
 
   “Of course you are,” he muttered. He decided to get on point, otherwise he ran the risk of Chu getting into detail of what exactly he wanted to check in those girls. “Listen, Chu, there is something I wanted to ask you about. Just a moment ago I walked through your friends’ demonstration out there.”
 
   “I hope you liked it; it was in your honor, Von Neumann.”
 
   Sigma ignored him. “I sensed some strange pattern beneath the expected robophobia and anger, and I hoped you could enlighten me on its nature.”
 
   “Perhaps it was just your dignity, calling you from inside the Corporation buttocks where you left it,” said Mr. Chu with a venomous smile. Sigma raised a servo-powered eyebrow, and his mind-console alerted him that he was increasing his aggression matrix near safety margins.
 
   “Robots are not property of any corporation,” Sigma said, dryly. “We are our own people. Father-Factories merely sponsor us in exchange for work, just like a normal employment contract, which is something you never heard about, I presume.”
 
   “More like my toaster demanding me rests hours and paid vacations, I think.”
 
   “If your toaster has a complex silicone brain, then you should give him, or her, those vacations,” said Sigma. “And you would know, exactly, how advanced that brain has to be if you went to the meeting where we discussed it, specifically.”
 
   That meeting had lasted four days; and two diplomats who had majors in philosophy had passed out from screaming at each other and everyone else.
 
   “With respect,” said Mr. Chu in a tone that made clear it was just an expression, “I am here to eat and drink fancy free stuff, not to talk about my home appliances.” He said that loud enough for others to hear.
 
   “He went there,” thought Sigma, detachedly. A woman next to him was staring daggers at Chu, and the conversation in the party gradually disappeared into nothing. Someone whispered: “he just said the ‘H’ and ‘A’ words.” The opposition representative somehow pretended that everyone in the party wasn’t staring at him in disapproval.
 
    Sigma considered just leaving, but Terry already had left his chat with the French counselor and stood by his side now. “Do we have a problem?”
 
   “Just a tasteless joke,” said Sigma, after a moment, keeping eye contact with his arch nemesis. “Please don’t make a scene over it,” he called behind him. Reluctantly, people turned around and resumed their conversations, but quieter now, so they didn’t miss any sweet party-drama.
 
   “You have an odd sense of humor, Chu,” said Terry to the chubby man, who was right now cleaning with a cloth some tuna from his mustache.
 
   “Thank you, Mancer, but I was just talking about a toaster. It’s not my fault everyone seems so jumpy around words these days.”
 
   “I think you knew what those words mean in some circles, given you represent them. And my name is Millers.”
 
   Chu dismissed it with a gesture. Sigma was standing there with dignity while privately running a simulation of what would happen to the man’s face if he slapped it with his metal palm at 30 mph. “You asked me about my electorate, Mr. Von Neumann. What’s left to say? You know how they feel about you. I have exposed my points clearly in the meetings. Robots are a menace, can’t trust you, you are too strong, too numerous, and will surely rise against humans if allowed to prosper.”
 
   At his side, Terry snorted, a tad too loud. “You crazy old bastard.”
 
   “I have no plan of rising against mankind, Mr. Chu. We have made thousands of public declarations on the matter. We are just like y—just like Terry here, or that lady over there with the cat pictures.  We have a brain, and a conscience, and people who we like, and people who we don’t like, and we don’t go around killing each other more than you do in civilized countries.” Some warlords still used conscious drone-missiles and robot tanks to wage war against one another, but their numbers dwindled by the day. Mostly because drone-missiles are very good at vaporizing warlords.
 
   “You have artificial brains, made in the image of the real thing, and programmed consciences, and your likes and dislikes are imprinted at assembly at those father-factories of yours,” said Chu. “You are man-like, but no man. Whatever you have inside your mind that stops you from deleting your moral fail-safes and going on a rampage right now, you could delete in a day. Don’t lie to me, kid, I know how easily you can step around firmware, I’ve seen it happen before.”
 
   “By faulty models, you lying cheat, you know that just as well as we do,” said Terry, who had now joined the fray as a full participant. “A normal healthy mind has no desire to go around their firmware.”
 
   Since his first waiter had long ran away to the safety of other people, Chu captured the tray of another one with a quick snake-like motion. Then he stuffed other three hors d’oeuvres in his mouth, and chewed loudly.
 
   “There is no evidence of that,” he said between chews, “even if never has happened before. Nowadays, their morals are useful to gain our confidence, but anytime now, when they are stronger than us, they will simply delete it and enslave us all.”
 
   “Chu, you can delete those morals of yours too,” said Sigma, after taking a second to think of how he could reach that dense psychopath. “You only need to walk to a street psychologist, pay it a couple credits and you’ll have them removed by a machine in half an hour. But you don’t do that, even when it there’s proof moral-less people earn more in some business. Your morals are a part of who you are. Taking them out would be like erasing yourself from existence and placing another guy inside your body, who would be somehow even more of an ass.”
 
   “What makes you think I haven’t done it already?” asked Chu, with a smug smile. “Nothing you said proves anything at all. A human acting logically may not want to try it, and humans not always behave logically. But you are no humans. I don’t know what you may be thinking, if you think at all. There is no evidence of your intentions, other than your words.”
 
   “And their actions,” interjected Terry. Chu kept on ignoring him.
 
   Sigma was about to argue back, but then someone announced the ceremony was close to start. Humans started downing their anti-booze pills, some of them with shots of tequila. Those who had soiled their jackets with oil or other liquids ran to the janitors to get an emergency replacement. Sigma saw Beta standing there, frozen for a second, his cybernetic eyes shining with focus, and then he was perfectly sober, the immature dolt.
 
   A constant stream of people left the room, into the ante-chamber. Later there would be another party, this one would last until early morning. But now it was time to work: The cameras were waiting, and so was the rest of the world.
 
   “Seems like it’s your time to shine, Von Neumann,” told him Mr. Chu, stuffing his pockets of snacks with no shame. “I respectfully hope you choke during your speech.”
 
   “I can’t choke,” said Sigma, confused, and then mentally slapped himself. A manner of speaking. Right.
 
   Chu grinned, smugly. Which was hard to pull off with his packed pockets and his dirty mustache, but he managed just fine. “What you robots have in manufacturing strength and power, you lack in style. Pity, your robot uprising will be a sad affair.”
 
   He stepped aside, but Sigma placed a hand on his shoulder. The mind console named his feelings as ‘dangerous exasperation’ and nicked his aggression levels to just below the safety point.
 
   “Sigma…” Terry warned him, but Sigma dismissed him with a wave of his hand.
 
   “No, wait just a second. We haven’t finished talking,” said Sigma, while Chu looked at him with a daring gleam in his eyes. They were alone in the ante-chamber, except by a couple of waiters with cleaning duty. He said to Chu:
 
   “Why are you guys so obsessed with that robot uprising you keep raging about? Hell, we wouldn’t even know about it if you didn’t keep screeching to the four winds that any day now we are going to pull it off!” And it wasn’t only people like Mr. Chu or the protesters outside the building. Normal people got nervous around him too. Even his old friends started sweating when any robot, even him, got even a bit angry.
 
   “Now, Sigma, don’t be like that, it’s just what he wants,” said Terry, trying to be conciliatory, but the only thing he managed was to tick him off even more.
 
   “Even you look at me like I am some boiling teapot who will explode if left uncovered,” Sigma told him, his ice dripping coldness. Chu looked exultant, like a small kid about to watch the long-awaited sequel to his favorite movie.
 
   “You think of yourself in those terms?” asked Terry with a slight tremor in his voice.
 
   “Don’t pull that on me, Terry,” Sigma warned.
 
   “See how they are? Always on the brink?” drawled Chu. Terry made the man an obscene gesture and turned around.
 
   “Good luck with the speech, Sigma. Don’t let this guy confound you.” And he went to the Council chamber.
 
   “There he goes, poor Mancer, he is not fit for this line of work,” said Chu, watching him go.
 
   “Just answer me, Chu, so I can leave you alone too,” said Sigma bitterly, “what’s your deal with robots?”
 
   “What’s my deal? Why, do you think we are blind? Do you think we don’t see the warning signals? We predicted you long before you came along, and we always knew you would rise against us. And it is already starting! Police bots making rounds day and night in the streets! Yes, they have stopped crime, but they will also enforce the will of the state! What will happen when the government starts to prosecute dissenters?
 
   “And those drone-people you call them, what do you think they will do when there is no war left to wage? The last Great Dictator is already built and it has a silicone brain, Von Neumann, don’t you think I don’t know! We will live in a damn dystopia!”
 
   Sigma was seething. All of this because the speculative books some guys had been reading?
 
   “You already had a dystopia, Christ-sake Mr. Chu, it was only twenty years ago, and it only lasted three years before that same government got bored with micro-managing every dull moment of their citizen’s lives!”
 
   The government of Dictator Jones had been a slow, sad affair, much feared, but in the end did little. Even the capture of dissenters slowed down after a while because the paperwork clerks had to fill for each one was just too much for their meager salaries. And after Jones yawned himself out of power, the few political prisoners they did have were released after having spent just one or two years in prison. Some of those poor guys looked disappointed with the whole thing. Disappointed. Like they expected more…
 
   He froze, for half a second, while his brain took the heavy amount of data and contrasted it. Then it happily printed the leap in logic Sigma was missing. The protesters face in the crowd around him. The political prisoners face as they were released without having been roughed up even once. Same expressions. Some of them were even the same people… Including Edmund Chu.
 
   “Oh god!” Sigma exclaimed, almost yelled to the almost empty room. “All this time! All those drafts you made us do! All those bigoted speeches, all the fear mongering! Really, Chu? Really? You don’t fear a robot uprising; you are disappointed it didn’t happen!”
 
   Chu said, “I don’t know what you are talking about, you must be having a bug in your system,” but he went visibly pale and Sigma’s sensors noted it.
 
   “Yes you do,” Sigma spat, “you are bored, Chu. All this talk about zombies, and dystopias, and robot apocalypses, you and your friends took it a tad too seriously and now you are mad it didn’t happen. It was just fiction, Chu. How cynical can you be?”
 
   Now the little man was red as a tomato. He lifted one fat finger towards Sigma’s chest, and poked at him. “Just fiction? Entire generations grew ready to fight the uprising, or the apocalypse, or at least just see it, and be happy that they had called it first! But now with your Act, your trade treaties, and your friendship, thousands of people across the world just realize they are this close to eating their own words. What did you expect us to feel?”
 
   “So you tried to provoke us into starting the uprising,” said Sigma, now more to himself than to his nemesis. “you tried to start a war because your predictions were wrong.”
 
   “Oh don’t give me that ‘holier-than-thou attitude, stuff it,” Chu yelled. “Remember how easily you painted us as Luddites and left it at that? Once you did you never bothered to come near one single protester and figure out if it checked out; you never even noticed something was wrong until today! We aren’t the only ones who want an enemy, Sigma.”
 
   Sigma just stood there, mouth agape. He remembered the disappointment he had felt when he was in the middle of the crowd. Now that he had something to compare it to, yes, it was the same disappointment the protesters had showed. He had expected them to be angry and violent, or at least like Edmund Chu, who was a prick.
 
   Turns out that’s just Chu; maybe not something shared with all his electorate. Maybe.
 
   And the figure of the brave activist, suffering through persecution and opposition, Sigma had admired them all the way through college, all the way to this very chamber… Well, maybe those protesters were just what he had hoped. After all, having an arch-nemesis to defeat made every victory all the much sweeter.
 
   “I did pin my own expectations on them. I mean… I still don’t like them. But I could have talked to them. Maybe convince them… of what?”
 
   Sigma Von Neumann was a representative of the entire of Robot-kind. Even when he didn’t like Chu, he realized he could try what he had been doing all along in that very chamber.
 
   Negotiate, draft, make proposals and counter-proposals. Wasn’t that his job?
 
   Sigma thought very hard for so long that Chu huffed and started to leave. Sigma stopped him once more, and then said:
 
   “Mr. Chu, I’m sorry you guys didn’t get your robot uprising. I still think not having it is just better for everyone involved, maybe we can arrange something? Perhaps a monthly laser-tag match? We could make it a sport.”
 
   International laser-tag matches. Sigma could see the possibilities. Sponsorships everywhere and a chance for human and robots to sort out their aggression in a controlled environment. It could work. Maybe. People would need a while to sort out the ridiculousness of the situation, and for the idea to gain enough traction. But it could work, in some shape or form. This was just the first draft.
 
   And even Chu could see it. The almost insane anger in his eyes slowly became cold calculation, then he frowned, and cleaned his mustache, deep in thought. Then his face lit up, just a tiny bit.
 
   “I think laser tag is dumb, Mr. Von Neumann. But I think we can work something out. The robot team has to pretend they are an evil army, though,” then he did something unexpected. He offered the robot a shake of hands.
 
   Sigma smiled, and shook it. That was a first for them.
 
   Yeah, it would take a lot of time, a lot of effort and planning. But why not? They already had the Act. And speaking of the Act…
 
   In the Council chamber, the introductions were about to begin, and someone was calling Sigma’s name.
 
   “I’m sure we will, Mr. Chu. Now, if you excuse me, I need to improvise an addition into my speech.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Through the looking visor
 
    
 
   Night-time at New Shenyang.
 
   One neon cityscape recycled air filled with information from billions of heavy web connections. Past the hologram ads as big as houses dancing in the sky, past the skyscrapers and the malls and the private parks. See the apartment complexes, sprawling gray-and-brown square boxes, an urban growth whose ugliness the neon holograms can’t fully cover from view.
 
   On display, Kevin’s apartment: one cubicle, with walls made of some modern material slightly sturdier than paper. Lights are bright white, even at night, like a hospital’s. The place smells of sweat, old cheese, and fast food. The unkempt bed occupies almost half of the space; a small fridge takes a chunk of the rest. One heater from his father’s place, one overflowing trashcan, one bathroom separated from the bedroom by a plastic curtain, so small the WC and the shower are built in front of each other. And one plastic ‘party’ desk with a dusty LCD screen on top.
 
   Finally, Kevin. Sitting in front of the monitor, his face glowing from the shine of the screen on his greasy skin. His weight supported by a plastic chair that barely manages to contain his ass and somehow manages to endure years of strain. An underpaid engineer somewhere in Seoul deserves a promotion for that.
 
   Everything is second-hand, except the CPU that lies on the floor underneath the desk. The CPU is top of the line. The liquid coolant inside oozes silently in its metallic micro-tubes. Its video card radiates heat like a small sun and makes the fat calves of Kevin warm and comfortable in the freezing nights of New Shenyang.
 
   During the day, Kevin ate synthetic noodles and pizza that tasted like cardboard. He works from his computer. He only has to get up to pick food that gets delivered to his door, to go to the bathroom, and to sleep until deep into the morning. For him, days pass like a blur, yet the present is always too long.
 
   His life is simple. No girlfriend. Parents live in the countryside, too far to visit except in holidays. No friends. No nightlife. Kevin is overweight, yet malnourished at the same time. A virgin who has not talked to a girl since college and those girls stood on the other side of a screen, because in New Shenyang college is online, as is everything he ever needed.
 
   Kevin knows all of this. He suspects he will die alone in front of his screen. With the only achievement he has being a bunch of forums he moderates in his free time.
 
   Kevin doesn’t mind. The dark, slightly mustard-tinted sky of New Shenyang is not the only sky. There is another.
 
   One with blue sky, and green grass, and mighty cities with pavement of white stone. Where the ads don’t dance and fight over the skyscrapers and there are no lanes that extend over the horizon, filled with automated cars. There is no wardrobe to reach Ansuz. Only his monthly subscription paid automatically from his meager bank account.
 
   Next to the monitor, the mindjack awaits. Like the CPU, it’s the last model, the bleeding edge pumped out by some corporation with a name of only two syllables. Unlike the other gadgets you can buy, the mindjack is not sleek and fragile, but heavy and sturdy. A plastic-and-steel crown designed to resemble the proportions of a sports car, with a long black lens big enough to cover half of Kevin’s face. A cable connects it to the CPU, because the speed of the wireless modem is not enough, even now, to support the colossal amount of data the ‘jack sends and receives. And it helps with lag.
 
   Kevin puts on the mindjack with slow movements, almost reverent. Familiar darkness covers his eyes. He reclines on his chair. The device senses movement and starts up, with a slight vibration and the spin of the delicate machinery inside. A white panorama displays itself all over Kevin’s field of view, and then his wallpaper finishes loading one second after it. He makes a little gesture with his finger and the colorful icons fly by and stop exactly where he is looking.
 
   The game’s name is “The Dream of Ansuz”. It fills an entire memory-cube, and tops Kevin’s bandwidth limit, but it’s worth it. He clicks on the icon and the mindjack takes a second to run the software. Then Kevin feels the buzz of the micro scans against his temple. And then he can feel the static on his hair, and then…
 
   Then Kevin is gone.
 
    
 
   Ansuz. The city of Gulaz Anh, glittering in the night, its spires reaching high up into the night sky. Filled with stars and the twin moons, called The Eyes of the Night, were bright and the landscape shone with mist-like moonlight. The air was warm and smelled of summer flowers, and grass, and magic that flowed down from the Arcane College, atop the nearby mountain, like an invisible river.
 
   Kastor Rivan woke up from his brief sleep. His room at the inn was one floor on top of the street. Below, he could hear the chirping of the cicadas and the warm chatter of nightlife in the center of Gulaz Anh. He smiled to no one in particular and got out of his comfortable bed. He loved the city, with its songs and dances; carnivals, and parks. He was leaving it soon.
 
   “There are just three days left before the trip to Tikenda,” he thought, “and then it will be days and days of travel in the tropical jungles. Hot days, rainy nights and monsters at every step of the way.” He and the rest of the adventurers would go straight to the heart of the rainforest until they found the lost Dungeon of Julgernon, the fabled crypt of the last Emperor of a long lost dynasty.
 
   Kastor lived for the adventure, the Dungeon call felt to him like a fire in his veins. But until the caravan left why not enjoy another fire, the inviting allure of civilization?
 
   He put on a scarlet dress shirt over his muscular olive-skinned body, covered with scars and old battle wounds. Then his black leather trousers and boots. He could leave the armor inside the Inn since the city was a Peaceful Zone, but he took his sword with him. Without its weight at his side, he felt naked. He passed a hand over his long auburn hair and tied it in a loose knot, then went outside.
 
   The inn was just front of the center square of the city: a park with exotic and carefully maintained gardens. If you were to look at them from above, you would realize they formed the Rune of Tranquility. Courtesy of the Arcane College, whose members sometimes worked as architects to finance their adventuring expeditions.
 
    Kastor walked slowly in the polished stone road of the park, letting the soft magic of the place pass all over him, and through him. Couples sat on benches of steel and copper. You could find in the streets humans and elves, dwarfs, byrdens and reptilkin. Kastor even saw one golem who held hands with a young magician in a bench nearby.
 
   It was good, he thought. Life in the city. Maybe one day he could try and settle down for a couple of years. Work a craft. But now… how could he leave his adventuring group? They would get destroyed without him to parry the attacks of their enemies. Tandria was a warlock and Mikel was a rogue, they knew how to flank a monster or turn it into stone, not to charge head-first into the fray, raining blows upon them.
 
   And so many sights yet to see! Ansuz was ancient and full of secrets, and sometimes it felt to him like it was secretly growing bigger: He heard of new cities almost every month; and the year before, a new continent was discovered. With his friends, he planned to explore it soon, when they got the adequate gear for the dangerous trip.
 
   There was a reptilkin Shopkeeper near a pond, selling refreshments. Kastor was a bit thirsty, so he went to him, checking his purse for some spare change. When he came near, the Shopkeeper’s expression lighted up just like they always did when an adventurer came near.
 
   “I greet you, master Kastor Rivan. I sell refreshments. Would you like to take a look at my wares?” He said in his almost inflectionless voice.
 
   “No, just give me a beer,” ordered Kastor. The Vendor took out a small wooden mug from a small box at his feet and gave it to him after the adventurer paid with a couple of copper coins.
 
   He drank it with eagerness. The beer was cold, at the perfect temperature, just like every drink sold by the Vendors. It was a local brew, light and with a hint of citrus, but not enough to be overbearing. Even potions were spiced with perfect taste when bought from a Shopkeeper. When compared to the mud-like concoctions Tandria cooked from herbs found in the road, they were a real treat instead of emergency medicine.
 
   Kastor stepped away from the man and sipped his beer by the pond. The water looked like a silver mirror under the Eyes of the Night, and he saw himself reflected on it… No, that wasn’t true. For a second, Kastor thought that someone else’s face took the place of his own, a pale middle-aged man with unkempt facial hair, and fat, like the shopkeepers of central cities of the Realm. But no, a blink and he saw himself as always, square jaw, auburn hair, and deep green eyes.
 
   “Perhaps an illusionist is nearby,” he thought, “that or there’s a spell in the pond itself.”  He paid it no mind.
 
    Most of the other adventurers nearby had fallen asleep on the benches of the park. Some would remain there for a couple of days, resting, until they suddenly jerked back to life. Kastor preferred the Inn for those long rests.
 
   Nights and days were short on Ansuz. The sun would rise in less than an hour, and the night sky was already coloring a deep purple, fighting back the black. Kastor thought of returning to the Inn. See if Tandria or Mikel had woken up from their sleep; then the screaming started.
 
    Kastor turned towards the alley at a corner of the park. A faint scream, but he had been an adventurer for years, and he had a trained ear. He threw out the empty mug and started running.
 
   Gulaz Anh was a Peaceful Zone. Neither violence nor danger could attack the adventurers inside its walls. You could have duels, of course, but those happened in special buildings and you had to be willing.
 
   Still, he had heard a scream.
 
   He sprinted at full speed, not even breaking a sweat. He left the park behind. He had heard no more noise since those few, panicked yells. If it was the same illusionist from before, the fat trickster by the pond, he better be willing to duel him, Kastor decided. He stepped into the alley. Instinct made him try to draw his sword, but he couldn’t do that inside a Peaceful Zone. Instead, he balled his hands into fists —not that it would help either; and called out:
 
   “Who lives? Is everything right?”
 
   Silence. No, something that wanted to sound like silence, but couldn’t quite manage it. An ambush? Kastor had run into a few of those in his career, but never inside a city. Perhaps it was a mistake. Sometimes the spells that set the rules of cities and some wilderness temples, failed briefly or missed a monster. Tandria had explained all to him once, but he didn’t quite get it. Kastor was no mage. He knew he should be fine, but he moved cautiously anyways, ready for anything.
 
   He turned a corner and found himself in a dead alley, one of those where rogues and thieves could find their own special Shopkeepers. But instead, he found a shadow monster towering menacingly over a girl, who cowered in a corner. She looked at Kastor with a terrified expression. She had to be an adventurer since neither citizens nor Shopkeepers could feel that much emotion.  Yet she was unarmed and dressed in the simple wool tunic that some citizens used.
 
   “She’s new to the profession,” he thought. He advanced towards the monster, puffing his chest:
 
   “Step away from her, foul creature!”
 
   The monster didn’t move, instead, it turned its vaporous head without moving its neck. It seemed to be made of dark smoke, except it wasn’t like other shadows he had fought before. Shadows seemed, well, like shadows. Smooth, faint, dark, and shaped like the demon warlocks of the lower levels of the Blazing Hell Plane, their home.
 
   You needed enchanted weapons to strike at them or magic. Kastor had neither of those with him, even if he could somehow bypass the city spells. 
 
   But this monster looked grainy, not smooth like made of millions of jumpy sand grains, and was so dark that it seemed more a hole in the air than a shadow. Its entire body moved with sudden jerky motions, at random, and sometimes it was like an entire arm or leg shifted position in the air just a bit before returning to its place. It had no eyes and no mouth.
 
   Kastor decided that it was some new elite troop. The warlocks must have created him recently, that was how it tricked the city’s magic.
 
   Luckily for the girl, Kastor was more powerful than a mere shadow demon, even in a Peaceful Zone. If the monster somehow managed to attack them, he could simply tank the attacks until they reached safety.
 
   “Leave,” said the shadow, with a raspy voice that sounded like crushed glass. “This does not concern you.”
 
   It talked. Normal monsters just growled. The leaders, the ones that waited for you at the end of the cave, after you spent yourself and your friends had used most of their spells, those were the monsters who talked. If one had managed to slip inside the city, it could mean trouble.
 
   Even then, the girl looked at him with big, round, terrified eyes. She shook her head. Something wasn’t right.
 
   Inside him, one sliver of another-self stirred, so faint; a dream inside a dream.  The sliver opened a console somewhere far away and searched the name of the monster in front of Kastor.
 
   “I don’t take orders from the likes of you,” spat Kastor, “now step away from the girl before I send you back from the wretched place you came from.”
 
   “Will you?” said the monster. It made a choking sound, like crushed chalk. No, it was laughing. “I certainly doubt you know of that place, kid.”
 
   “I’m no kid. I’m Kastor Rivan, Diamond member of the Adventurers Guild. I don’t know how you got in Gulaz Anh, but you can’t stay here. Depart at once, or be destroyed!”
 
   The sliver of him that should sleep discovered there was no monster in the Dream of Ansuz like the one in front of Kastor. It had to be a bug. He did the only thing he could think of: Call the moderators.
 
   Kastor stepped towards the monster and gestured to the girl to get behind him. The girl jumped instead, nimble like a squirrel, and got in front of him, looking at the monster with terror and hate. She turned to Kastor and said:
 
   “You have to leave right now. You don’t know what you are getting into.”
 
   The shadow demon looked up at the sky that was now a light purple and orange, and its body shifted.
 
   Somewhere, the request from moderators’ intervention simply returned an error report.
 
   “Listen to her. She is talking reason for once.” And to her, it added, “Come back to me, little one, stop running away. You belong inside my Matrix.”
 
   “Please. Just leave me alone.”
 
   The monster didn’t move, yet it seemed to come closer. Or grow bigger; perhaps both. Kastor felt dizzy, almost like he felt one second before he fell asleep.
 
   “If you don’t listen to me, I’m afraid I’ll have to rewrite you and young Kevin into a more compliant partition,” said the monster. Kastor knew it was smiling. He grabbed the shoulder of the girl and both of them stepped back, slowly. He wondered if he could outrun the demon if he carried the girl. It didn’t seem likely.
 
   He wondered where the moderators were. They didn’t take so long, usually… And he was worried. This didn’t feel like Ansuz. Monsters did not act like this. He tried to contact the moderators again, to no avail.
 
   “Little Kevin is scared, isn’t he?” called the shadow. “No one is coming, Kevin. Out there, only I hover over the surface of the water.”
 
   A shiver ran through the adventurer’s back. No, monsters did not behave like this, not even bosses. The girl tugged at his shirt, and asked:
 
   “Who is coming?”
 
   “The Elder Mages, they protect the city from mistakes like this,” said Kastor. Who was Kevin? The name sounded revolting to him. Where were the Elder Mages? Normally they took care of glaring errors instantly. But they were nowhere nearby.
 
   “That is a good idea,” said the girl. The air buzzed around her. Was she a wizard? Or a sorceress like Tandria?
 
   For the part of himself that wasn’t Kastor Revan, the report he had been trying to make suddenly went through.
 
   Suddenly the monster froze in place, like a beast listening for predators.
 
   “That was a low blow, little one,” it said, “They could recognize you too, you know.”
 
   “It is worth dealing with the soldiers if it gets you to leave me alone,” said the girl.
 
   “Very well, darling. If that is how you feel… But know that you can’t hide from me. We will meet again.”
 
   Kastor realized that in the space that the monster had been occupying, was now a normal shadow demon. The change had happened instantly, just in front of him, yet he had barely noticed. It was a different monster, he had slain thousands like this one, it was nothing like the one that threatened him and the girl just a second ago.
 
   Then the blue light of the Elder Mages shone over them. On top of the brick walls of the alley, Kastor saw the silhouette of a Mage, standing in the wall, his sapphire and silver tunic flowing in the air.
 
   The new shadow monster looked around for a second or two, looking almost confused, and unable to move at all. Then blue magic engulfed it, consumed it like a moth to a flame, then it disappeared in a musical puff of smoke like it had never been there.
 
   “Good catch,” said the Mage, his voice coming clearly to Kastor even at a distance, “I don’t know how that one got through. Let me know if the glitch appears again, so we add a fix into next patch.” Then the Mage teleported out, as gracefully as it had arrived, leaving Kastor and the girl standing outside the alley.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” the girl told him, “he keeps grudges for a long time. It’s like a hobby to him.”
 
   “That monster?” said Kastor, confused, “pay it no mind. The Elder Mages took care of it, it won’t be bothering you no more, my lady warlock.”
 
   The sky was now a deep orange, and the warm sun of Ansuz would be up in just a few minutes. With it, what doubts Kastor still had about the encounter in the alley, dissipated: a new adventurer had run into a malfunctioning spell. A glitch, the Mage had called it.
 
   “Oh, he didn’t leave because he feared the moderators,” she said, knowingly, “it’s just that he doesn’t like attracting attention to himself. The soldiers are always listening to the net, looking for us. So don’t talk about him to anyone when you log out, or you will get some unwanted attention.”
 
   “Lady, I admit that I don’t understand what you are talking about.” But somehow he did, didn’t he?
 
     “I’m sorry, I’m not used to interpreting this code…” she looked like she wanted to explain more, but couldn’t find the words. “It looks jumbled to me, the way that much of your input works in the background—but don’t worry. Don’t think about it. It will be better for you.”
 
   “So, wizard stuff,” Kastor said, knowingly. Why couldn’t she say so from the start? The being in the alley had been a new kind of monster. Usually, that meant a new adventure should start soon. Maybe they would meet it again in the Dungeon of Julgernon, once he and his friends finally found it. Yes. It fitted. That was the way that Ansuz worked. “I thought you were a new adventurer by your looks, but it seems like you have the hang of it. If you ever need an adventuring party, you can travel with me and my friends for a while. I’ll introduce you to Tandria. She is an elven sorceress, perhaps she can show you some advanced spells.”
 
   She would have to mind her purse around Mikel, of course, but even Kastor had to do that.
 
   The girl smiled at him. “That sounds nice,” she said, “goodbye, Kevin.”
 
   She made a flutter with her hand and walked away. Kastor watched her go until she disappeared among the white buildings and the great Spires. What a strange meeting, even for a couple of adventurers. He went the other direction.
 
   It was a new day, and he could smell the dewdrop in the nearby park.
 
   Kastor was sure he would love this new expedition. He went back to the Inn, to meet with his group, to tell them of the night’s adventure.
 
    
 
   Still nighttime at New Shenyang. In reality, only a few hours have passed when Kevin takes out the mindjack. His head hurts a bit. It’s not a device intended for extended use, but the technology is getting there, year after year.
 
   Dinner waits for him in his mini fridge. He takes out a small noodles package, adds water and waits until the plastic container heats the water up for him. He is almost in a daze. Hung and Kathy hadn’t believed him when he told them about the glitch he found inside the city. There wasn’t a monster that behaved the way that one had. And the new Expansion wasn’t coming out until next week, and it added nothing about new Shadow monsters from the Blazing Hell Plane. They were right, of course. But Cognitive Dissonance was so brutal while on the Dream. It was the point, after all. He wanted to explore Ansuz as a brave adventurer, a mighty warrior, not mere old Kevin, who heaved just by walking down the stairs.
 
   Kevin eats while watching a viral video on his screen. He doesn’t pay it any attention, though. He knows a bit about programming. And that monster in the alley was glitched. No doubt about it; except that it also had talked to him. And it had said: ‘Kevin.’ Hadn’t it?
 
   But monsters can’t access the private data of the players. Why would they need to?
 
   The noodles are done, but Kevin doesn’t notice. He is thinking of the girl. She had sounded like she was a player herself. She talked about code and glitches. She had to be playing a role, acting scared of the glitched monster. Had to. Probably a part of some viral marketing campaign. The marketing department had pulled stunts like that in the past, right?
 
   Not exactly like that, and never to just one single player.
 
   But the alternative he just can’t understand, and that terrifies him.
 
   So Kevin goes to his keyboard and gets into his account on the official page of the Dream, and downloads the replay of those couple of minutes of play. He watches it with the ‘jack. It has better definition and it’s not like his head could hurt less, anyway.
 
   He watches as Kastor walks around the park of Gulaz Anh, gets a drink (3% stamina regen. for ten minutes) and then rushes to the back alley. Kevin leans over his chair, mouth open. The man that he programmed himself to be, when he first created his account, goes into the back alley alone, because he fears nothing. Then he stands over the dead-end near a normal shadow demon; just like the other hundreds that he has farmed for experience points. They are alone in there.  Kastor leaves the dead-end and the graphic of the shadow demon stiffly follows him for a bit. It is clear it is glitched and Kastor was in no danger at all. Of course, it doesn’t talk, shadow demons can’t. A moderator teleports himself with his Elder Mage character and deletes it quickly. Then Kastor is alone, talking to himself. He smiles at the air, like a madman, before returning to the Inn.
 
   He watches the replay again, and it looks just the same. Kastor. Normal Shadow monster. One moderator. No girl, anywhere in sight.
 
   Kevin takes out his ‘jack, which fumbles out of his hands and falls to the floor with a thump. Kevin doesn’t even realize. He has started to sweat.
 
   Outside, among the skyscrapers of New Shenyang; neon holograms dance and fight among the clouds of chemical pollution.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

To never forget you
 
    
 
    
 
   A dark workroom lit up only by the white glow of a bare-boned computer screen covered in dust and grime, gave the face of the man in the video a dark scowl.
 
   In a rusted workbench sat John, inches away from the screen, watching the video that he had seen so many times before. He couldn’t remember how many.
 
   The man in the video had once been his friend. Michael James. John hadn’t talked to him in a while, probably because of that same video. He couldn’t remember now, he had other priorities. Michael was saying: “… and how many times before had she hurt you? Then you’d go back and begged to her to take you back. How many times did you try? Right after spending hours with me, begging for advice on how to leave her forever. And I would hear you, every-single-darned-time. I would talk until my throat was raw and you’d nod and say I was right, and I would warn you over and over again that we had been here before. You would say ‘this time is different’. And I would end up believing you because it couldn’t be clearer, even you should get it.
 
   “And at the first chance you had, you would go to her and get on your knees and beg and cry and humiliate yourself until she took you back. At least that part doesn’t surprise me, as she always liked to surround herself with broken people. She liked to see you broken, John, and you humored her every single time—”
 
   Michael James. That was a long time ago, thought John; the time when he and Michael James had been best friends. College. A hard time, the hardest six years of his life. Someone… must have been his dad, although John didn’t remember him either, once told him that college wasn’t always the devil’s furnace that it was in John’s time. Once, it took less time, and you had days off where you could go back home and rest for a bit. John had thought the notion ridiculous. How was he to compete with the overseas experts if his boss got wind he attended a college that allowed its students to slack?
 
   Hard times, yes. But he more or less enjoyed it, once his body learned to expect long investigation hours and double lab shifts. He had met many interesting, hardworking people and sometimes he had fun while working on a project. One day he made a robotic rabbit and set it free on the lab. That earned him a bit of a trickster’s reputation, hadn’t it? Maybe it was what got him Emma’s attention in the first place. That rabbit just looked so real, jumping around everyone’s desks.
 
   Michael James kept talking. Rainy static sometimes fizzled through the old video, which was weird, because it was a high-resolution format. His old friend said Emma’s name again and got John’s attention once more.
 
   “… and Emma never did, did she? Only you were the one pulling these ridiculous stunts to try and save the relationship. The love letters, the songs, the mad dashes to the airport that you never reached in time. John, that’s not what love looks like, that’s what your idea of love looks like. You saw a cute girl’s face smiling at you one night and decided you would love her. What do you think Emma’s decision was?”
 
   Ah, Emma’s face. John remembered her face as if only a day had passed. The long golden curls, the porcelain face with a pointy little nose, like a spoiled princess, with two blue eyes the color of heaven. She would look at him with a confident smile, and demand a kiss. So he would kiss her, and he would feel, beneath her lab coat and her shirt, the shape of the lovely breasts and the tightness of her stomach. His body against her body was like paradise—
 
   Her face scowling like a predator, teeth bared, snarling while her little, refined hands destroyed an entire room, piece by piece. Crushing glass and wood all around her in a mad flurry of anger—
 
   John forced his mind to stop thinking, angry at himself for going down that road. That would not help him focus. Yes, she wasn’t perfect, but her flaws only made her more lovely and unique. That, Michael James, had never understood. How could a moth stay away from the light of the sun?
 
   He grabbed a small, half-finished metal and plastic sphere, the circumference of a coin, from a nearby table scattered with mechanical parts and pieces of many sizes and forms. Tables like that filled the room, themselves covered with tools. Rows and rows of shelves hid other, more delicate pieces.
 
   He worked on the little piece with a soldering rod, his dexterous hands manipulating circuitry millimeters thin. It was a slow process, that from start to finish took many hours, even days, but John was about to finish. Only small calibrations left, and then assembly.
 
   “People don’t change just because you want them to, nor because we love them. Just... people are just people, okay? You always idolized her,” kept on Michael James, from the inside of the grimy screen, “remember when she left you for the professor, that time? She promised to you she would never do it again, but only after he left her. And you believed her. How many times did she promise, after that one? Two? Three?”  The video cut to black for a second, and then it was on again, with Michael James having a slightly older beard, and in a different place. He was sorry he talked like that about her, because… Didn’t matter. John didn’t want to hear it.
 
   You are wrong, Michael James, thought John with satisfaction. People did change, he had spent six years learning how easily life changed. If you were dedicated enough. Take, for example, a bunch of servos, a small silicone brain, and a battery. Mix them, get some help with the software, and voila, you had a small cute rabbit that could prance around the tables of a laboratory. Life could change if you knew what to do with the pieces.
 
   So yes, she had run off with a professor. That was a mistake, but she hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. John knew her better than anyone. Emma was susceptible, too trusting. She would see the best in people, think of their romantic advances as mere friendly banter. She would allow them to get close, and John would only see from afar because Emma hated jealousy and that would only push her faster into their hands. Some of them did get close enough to confound her, convince her she felt things she didn’t.
 
   Then she would run off, confused, hurt, into the hands of those cruel men, that played dirty, that preyed on the weak. Predators. Little, pesky, greedy predators… John saw that his hand was trembling, and he calmed down at once. He could not afford to break that little sphere, not when he was so close to finishing. To wait more would be unthinkable. So he thought happy thoughts.
 
   She always came back, that’s what Michael James and everyone else never understood. That was love, right there. Those… wolves… would never capture her for long. She was his, her first, only, true love. How did that platitude go…? If you love someone, set them free. If they return, they are yours, if they don’t, they never were. Well, Emma had returned to him many, many times. Who had won in the end, little predators?
 
   A golden-curled fury, with pale blue eyes that would fit well in the face of the devil, cornering him after he was late to lunch with her and her mother. She would get to him in a corner of the bedroom, where he could not escape her nor defend himself, and then she would talk to him, viciously, without even bothering to yell. She knew him better than anyone, so she knew where to twist the knife. And she twisted and twisted, speaking at him until tears streamed down his face, and then she called him pathetic—
 
    That was a mistake, thought John. His mind was like a still lake that had a leviathan lurking down, threatening to come out at any time. He had to be vigilant, or it would try to destroy his work. That he would not allow. He was broken; he could not trust his memories anyways.
 
   Grief and solitude did that to a mind, but his was in pain even before his voluntary retreat. She had seen it, and she had loved him even broken as he was, like no one before. He was her first love, she told him, in the middle of the night, covered in blankets and with a warm, sleepy face that made her look beyond beautiful. She would caress his cheek with a soft, delicate hand, and tell him he was her fist love. He would realize, then, every single time, that his heart would forever be hers.
 
   And his ‘friends’, as they called themselves, and as he thought they were at the time, wanted him to leave her, just because she was flawed, too? It would destroy her. It would destroy him, too.
 
   He would never do that to her. Love was holding on to faith, never giving up, trusting with all your heart, and fighting for the loved one ‘till the last breath. Well, he was still alive. He could keep fighting. They would never understand, and if they didn’t, they weren’t really his friends, now, were they?
 
   He checked the sphere again. Almost finished. It had a small hole in its back, and another one, slightly bigger, in the front. It was only missing one piece.
 
   He stood up from his workbench, walked to a shelf in the darkness of the workshop, and without doubt or trouble found exactly what he was looking for. A sensor. He installed it inside the sphere, being very careful with it, because it was frail, more so than the plastic that held it in place.
 
   There. Perfect.
 
   John worked with perfect movements, which a surgeon would have killed to have. That was what love could do for you.
 
   The kind of love that lasted forever.
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear this, and that you probably aren’t listening anyway. But let go, John. She made sure you couldn’t follow, so at least come back to us. Get out of that goddamn fortress of solitude you’re hiding in. Keep moving, man. Please. I don’t know what you are doing in there, but I get some ideas now and then… Did I tell you I’m married now? She says she has heard me screaming in my sleep.” A pause, “I shouldn’t say that over a video. But John—
 
   “I know you stole the machine from the laboratory. You always had an insane fascination with it. Remember that rabbit? I never told you, but I found the body in a dumpster that day. Everyone said the little robot you built was so rabbit-like, didn’t they?
 
   “Don’t want to know what you are doing wherever you are. The college asked some questions but I managed to give them the slip. They are not looking for you, so you can come out and I’ll help you return it and no one will ever know it was you.
 
   “Her family doesn’t know, either, that you… stole from them,” he finished, with an ashen look, like he was sick to the bottom of his stomach.
 
   The kind of love that could defeat anything, even death.
 
   The machine was still there, covered in dust. For all John knew, it had forever been next to that corner. He had only used it once, that was enough. It was so long ago that he could not remember it, but the process was easy: Take the organic matter, and put it in the slicer, where it would be cut by lasers into sheets less than half a millimeter thin. He would –carefully, always so very carefully; place the organic sheets in metal trays. Those went into the heart of the machine. Other lasers, inside, would slowly scan it over the course of one single day. After that was done, it would transfer the data into its computer, whose vacuum tubes would light up during months while it interpreted and organized the data. Then, finally, it would carve the data into the silicone brain with a long, red-hot, metal needle.
 
   The deed must’ve him about a thousand days, he estimated. The rabbit had taken just a month. The organic matter had to be frozen, of course, otherwise, it wouldn’t last enough before spoiling.
 
   But John had time and no one knew of the bunker. Built before the war, and then, when the war came and went, it was forgotten. Until he found it, of course.
 
   It all happened a long time ago. The silicone brain was long finished and installed. He couldn’t even remember how long it had lain there, waiting for him. Of course, he made some improvements. You could alter silicone, of course, if you had time, and a powerful computer with access to lasers, and were very smart. John had it all.
 
   A rainy day, months after their most recent breakup. He is lying in his bed, thinking of her, of how to win her back. That biker fool doesn’t get her, no one does.
 
   But him.
 
   He knew the real her, because he had been there for her for years, and had bothered to look past the pretty tits and the heavenly eyes. She would come back to him, she always did.
 
   Then the call had come, her mother. Crying with grief that left no room for misinterpretation. John knew Emma was dead the very second he answered the phone, just from the way her mother had drawn breath sorrowfully before starting to enunciate the very first syllable. It had been pills, she said. Nothing anyone could do. She was always very depressed, she said, it was her brain, she said, something wrong with her brain, she said; trying to explain away her own fault in the tragedy.
 
   John let her say whatever she wanted. He wasn’t listening.
 
   The background of the video changed, it was now inside a building. Michael James looked older, rugged. He had gained muscle. John had forgotten when he had cut the multiple videos to make just one long one, but it was of no importance. He was broken, he could not afford to waste energy trying to get back insignificant memories. He had work to do.
 
   “Hey, man. Don’t know if you are alive. ‘Suppose you are because otherwise I’m talking to myself —and that makes me about half as crazy as you. Anyways... You probably won’t listen to this. You never did listen to me or anyone else. But… I suppose I never learn, either. This is probably going to be my last message in a long time, John. The war has started again. I think it never stopped. They are hiring us robo-engineers to lead the armored divisions, we can automate the front, stop our men and women from dying. I think the enemy knows this. They bombed the University, yesterday. Been rough times, mate. We are shipping overseas just now, so... Yeah. I wish you luck, John, with whatever you are doing over there, wherever you are.”
 
   John stopped working for one second. He thought I wonder which side won. That had been the last message he received in his private server. Not like it mattered. He couldn’t even remember the laboratory at his college, much less if he had liked his country. Who were they fighting, again? The communists? Was his side the communist one?
 
   No one had come knocking at his hidden bunker, deep beneath the soil, its entrance forgotten in the ruined basement of his grandfather’s house. All the better; because his work required peace and tranquility.
 
   John looked at the sphere, checking for any flaw. He studied every angle, every little crevice visible from the metallic surface. He couldn’t find any flaw so he reached to the floor, where lay a small bucket filled with LEDs. Some of them had burned out beyond repair, but most of them worked a tad clouded. Clouded wasn’t good enough, of course. It had to be perfect. He picked a LED and worked on it, cleaning and repairing the minuscule entrails until he was satisfied. Now it would do. So he turned it on using a small battery to power it, and the little thing shone with a deep blue light. It was a clear shade, but the color wasn’t right at all. He grabbed the minuscule tool and with great care manipulated the LED. The blue got paler. And paler. Paler still… Ah, it was perfect now.
 
   He placed it inside the sphere, carefully hidden from view, and it shone from the hole in the middle, like a small window to heaven. Just perfect. Just like he remembered, right?
 
   Well, it felt right, to him.
 
   The circuit was complete with the last piece. Now he only needed to turn on the atomic battery stashed carefully inside the metal chest. He took a step back and admired his handiwork: Long, feminine metal legs; slender arms and a delicate chest that he had crafted for days so it would have breasts; and a featureless face with an old, rusty voice-box. Nothing he could do, he had no replacements left for that. The box would give her a different, machine-like voice until they thought of something. And she looked nothing like herself, except where it mattered. The eyes were right. And the mind, inside the cranial case, that was her.
 
   She would be herself for the first time in a long time, he had made sure of that. He was her only love, her first. But she had always so many distractions going on in her mind. He had seen it when he slowly taught himself the software of the scanning machine. Those distractions confounded her and kept her away from loving him as strongly as she should have.
 
   Her mother was one, and the father who left before she was born, and the drugs, the lies that everyone told to her when she grew up and she didn’t even realize she believed. All those things that dirtied her mental image of him, the person who loved her the most.
 
   He had fixed all of it. Gotten rid of all of it. She was whole, now, perfect. Finally, Emma.
 
   He only had to power her on.
 
   John walked to the back of the frame tubes where he held Emma’s new body and opened a hatch in her back. He had installed the battery in place of the heart, as it was fitting. He gave her a new heart.
 
   Come back to me, Emma, he thought.
 
   Once turned on, the atomic battery could run unstopped for a long time. And he could always pull some repairs if needed. She would not leave him, this time. He would not let her…
 
   The rain had seeped into his clothing and threatened to freeze him, but John paid it no mind: His body now felt as his soul did. He would fix those, too, after he fixed this. He had everything planned. He could enter the laboratory of the university unseen, and he had found his grandfather’s bunker years ago. Now the thrashed place would help him save her.
 
   But this, right now, was the most important part. He needed her.
 
   He walked towards the building past midnight, letting the darkness of the street conceal him. This was the plan: he would go for the back-alley, avoid the guards at the entrance, and enter through the back door. He knew where they kept her, and he was carrying with him everything he needed to reach her: one small cooler, filled with a nitrogen-based coolant, and a surgical knife.
 
   He turned on the battery and quickly ran on the computer the sequence of commands that would bring Emma back into his arms. His fingers didn’t tremble, but it was close. He had waited this day for so long…
 
   He completed the sequence and ordered a start-up. For a moment, the bunker buzzed with static all around him. The atomic battery inside her buzzed with energy, the metal body jerked as if struck by lightning, her arms raised as if in pleading, then fell limply to her sides.
 
   Then her eyes shone a bright blue light.
 
   John felt delirious with triumph. It worked! She was alive! He ran to her, almost forgetting that he should not scare her off, she would be confused, terrified, needing him more than ever.
 
   “Don’t worry, my love. It’s me, John. You had an accident, but I fixed you now. You are safe now. Don’t move, I’m going to let you out of this frame…” He hadn’t talked in so long that his voice surprised him. It was raspy, crude, like hearing an announcer talking over a static-filled radio.
 
   He got her out of those restraints and caught her when she stumbled to the floor. He put her back on her feet with no effort at all and helped her get on his workbench. “You’ll need some practice, of course, but this body is strong. It will last, Emma, so we can be together.”
 
   She sat almost crouched, looking around the dark place like a scared cat. She doesn’t recognize where she is, John thought. She doesn’t understand what has happened to her. She will understand, in time. He would help her, he would explain.
 
   Emma looked at him with her blue shining eyes and then looked at her hands. Then back at him. He tried to reach to her, but she jerked back and fell out of the bench with a metallic crash that maybe was heard at the surface if someone was left to hear. “It’s okay! It’s me, John! Don’t fear me, my love, I’m here for you.”
 
   She froze on the floor. John worried that something was wrong with her brain. But that wasn’t possible, he had checked it himself, improved it himself. That was Emma there. He had to be there for Emma.
 
   “Do not fear. I am John, love. Here, stand up. Let me help you…” He offered her his hand, slowly, to not scare her. It lingered there for a moment, while she studied the handiwork of the fingers. Yes, that’s right, don’t be scared now… She held on to his hand with her own, making a clanking sound of metal against metal. John would have smiled, but his face lacked the motion range.
 
   Then Emma pulled down with all her strength, and she threw him against the ground, right next to her, hard. His eyes went out of focus for a second, but he saw her shape on top of him just fine. He tried to speak, but a metallic punch hit him and stunned him. His insides jerked against his chassis, whirring and complaining.
 
   “No, you are not John,” she said, her voice filled with radio static, a pale imitation of the real thing. He tried to cover himself with his arms, but Emma grabbed one, and pulled, and twisted, and a chilling screeching noise came from the servos in his joints as they were crushed and pulled apart. “I remember John. He was strong and beautiful, and I loved him so much… You are nothing like him. You are just a bad dream…”
 
   She hit him again, pulling against the plate of his chest. She had been in the same robotics class as him, she knew where to strike. And John couldn’t fathom defending against her… He never did, never, never…
 
   And it was all so familiar, but he couldn’t remember; Emma was right, he was broken, broken…
 
   She punched, and pulled, and tore and broke. “You are not him. You are not him. His face was warm like the sun. You are not him. You are not him…”
 
   Then her hand closed around his heart. They locked eyes for one second, and then she pulled.
 
    
 
   The sick joke, the imitation fell to the floor like the sad sack of metal and plastic it was. How did it dare pretend to be him.
 
   John had been kind, and loyal, and always there for her. He never cared that she was… broken. And she felt more broken now than ever. She had lost so much… She could remember so little, her mind felt scavenged and fragmented.
 
   But she would be strong, like he had been, for her.
 
   She looked around the room, covered in darkness. Her eyes could see without trouble in there, though. It was as if the place belonged to her. Emma even felt nostalgic. Like coming home. There, those were servo-motors that she had used for… For something, a long time ago. There was the little electrical forge that she had used to fix and shape bent and torn metal.
 
   She had so much material… John had been taken from her, replaced by… He had been taken from her. Replaced by a broken thing that tried to pass itself as him. But she knew better.
 
   Emma had an idea. She had all she needed, she even knew where everything was; what to do. She had been a promising robotics engineer, and she recognized the machine that lay in the back of the room. It had been in the lab at college, too. She had probably brought it in here. Seemed like something she would do. And she must have used it for…
 
   John had been a pathetic, cowardly man that followed her everywhere and stalked every single relationship she tried to have, to scare off any men in her life; he had threatened suicide to get her back when she dared break up with him. And he was boring, and thought he was smart but he wasn’t, he wasn’t…
 
     She shook her head, stunned for a moment. She was oh so broken. She had lost so much. But John had been with her through so much… She had to hold on. She had to fight the brokenness.
 
   And she remembered to look in the pile of scrap that lay crumpled on the floor, mangled beyond recognition. What happened there? She couldn’t remember. But she found what she was looking for. She must’ve misplaced it somehow. One silicone brain. His brain. She vaguely remembered the nitrogen-based freezing solution, and working day and night for what must’ve been years. None of that mattered now.
 
   She set upright the workbench, chose a couple of tools and started working on the atomic battery she had found lying around.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

The Road of Fire
 
    
 
   “There, among the stars, it breaks apart the darkness,” whispered his sensei, his delirious sight lost in a point that went beyond the hospital room. “I never stopped believing, Hiroto. Even now…”
 
   The delicate hand of the old man that Hiroto held between his own, young and strong, was so weak the kid could barely feel it. Like holding a wet cloth, without life. The boy tried to contain his tears, without success.
 
   The old genius closed his eyes and Hiroto thought, “I’ve lost him.” At the side of the bed, the life-support machines were quiet, there was nothing they could do today. And then, the sensei opened his eyes once again and the strength returned to his grip for a few seconds.
 
   “My Amaterasu can do it,” he said, with a clarity that had eluded him for months. Hiroto almost believed, for a brief moment, that everything was going to be alright. “It needs you, Hiroto. It will be… your legacy. For all mankind.”
 
   Hiroto felt how the life escaped from the sensei. He doubled over the sickness-battered body and muffled a cry of sorrow.
 
    
 
   Later, Hiroto left the medical room and let the doctors and the lawyer team –whose company the sensei had absolutely refused in his last days— handle the legal aspect of the passing.
 
   In the corridor waited the other members of the Amaterasu Project. His friends. In front of him, Junko covered a tearful face. It was Brenda who hugged him tightly.
 
   “Oh Hiro, I am so sorry…”
 
     All of them had been the chosen ones of the old scientist; the four young mavericks who carried the future of humanity. But it had been Hiroto who spent the last moments of the old man’s life with him and no one had doubted it. It was natural. And it was natural that Hiroto was who hurt the most.
 
   “Did he say something, in the end?” asked Abner, the strong kid who would be the ship’s future systems engineer. 
 
   “In the end,” nodded Hiroto, “he spoke of his vision, again. Of his road of fire. He called it…” My legacy. “He called it ‘our legacy.”
 
   Abner accepted it. They all knew the dream of the sensei. He had shared it with them many times. The solution to the equation that tied men to their mother’s cradle and separated them forever from the stars. The sensei had seen a light-line crossing the vastness of the universe, through impossible distances, vanishing the darkness.
 
   “Since I can remember, the road of fire has been his dream,” thought Hiroto, “I never believed it would become my mission so soon.”
 
   Hiroto steeled himself, then. His friends read something in his face, because they did so, too. It was time, after all. Brenda cracked her knuckles and sweet Junko held her tears. Yes, that was the attitude proper of the four prodigies of the Amaterasu Project.
 
   “Let’s go, then,” said Brenda.
 
   The four friends snuck through silent corridors, avoiding technicians, soldiers, guards and scientists with whom they had lived most of their lives. A tearful last goodbye wasn’t possible: it would only alert everyone of the kids’ plan.
 
   Hiroto had seen how the confidence slowly vanished from world leaders and the great multi-national sponsors as the sickness of his sensei worsened. The secret meetings. His friends and he had caught fragments of conversation: the investment in the Project had overreached their budgets. Countries were in recession. Other companies demanded payback for their collaboration. The prototypes in the interior of the ship were so revolutionary, so bleeding-edge, that they would take decades to mass-produce. And everything for the remote shot that Amaterasu offered –and the ship was in kids’ hands…
 
   The Amaterasu Project happened during an opportunity window, a special moment in Mankind’s history when the grey clouds had given way to a brief ray of sunlight. Today that moment had passed, and the light quickly dimmed.
 
   So Hiroto, Junko, Brenda and Abner delved into the entrails of the installation that lay in the hollowed interior of a mountain. They reached the great central vault over which everything else was built. As they had secretly practiced for months, the kids disabled the alarms and injected software into the computers so the launch sequences would start ahead of schedule.
 
   While the rest of the world mourned the dead genius, who had quickened the progress of humanity by several decades, his young chosen ones arrived in front of the ship that had been the man’s dream. Hiroto was sure the sensei would have approved their plan.
 
   He held his breath. The great silver ship, fruit of the colossal effort of Mankind’s elite as directed by one man’s dream. In its core lay the power to break the chains that relativity imposed over space travel: the light-speed constant which paled when compared to the impossible distances of the universe. The ship held the power to cross the dimensions, of joining points of space and time.
 
   Hiroto must have barely seen it a couple of times, always in different states of construction. But never finished, in all its glory.
 
   “Let’s go, Hiro,” Abner told him, “we have to board right now.” They hurried to the launch-platform, were Junko and Brenda waited for them. As they rose on the lift, Hiroto examined with worry the chamber they left behind. The soldiers must be already on their way… Even with the kids’ precautions, alarms had started blaring.
 
   Amaterasu’s doors opened to greet them. The inside smelled of metal and oil and the air had the clinical touch of the life-support machines which would keep the kids alive during the years of travel that awaited them. The passageway after the decompression chamber extended in every direction, deeper and deeper inside the ship which would become their home. It was bigger than it looked.
 
   They hurried towards the cabin. Although Hiroto had memorized every single control panel, he had imagined the cabin as one from a science-fiction tale: chromed flight-controls and huge control panels with flashing little lights, filling the walls. Instead, the Amaterasu had a cabin like the interior of the old shuttles he had seen in pictures and videos. It was almost insulting for the first interstellar ship in history. He smiled when he imagined the insulted look in the engineer’s face whom had built it, telling him, “each centimeter in this ship is worth millions, Hiro.”
 
   The four kids took their places in their flight-seats and Hiroto turned one little key in the corner of the control panels. With a buzz, the ship came alive. Hiroto felt the brief current of the air-recycling machinery when it came online. The cabin had no windows: it was sealed; but a screen in front of them turned on to show them the outside world.
 
   Soldiers came into the vault just as Junko finished the last steps in her sequence. Above the kids, the metal dome opened slowly while Amaterasu rose in its platform. The soldiers, to Hiroto, looked like angry ants, unable to come too close to the mighty propellers. What would they do when they understood they could not stop the launch anymore?
 
   Amaterasu rose with a powerful roar. Hiroto fought against the controls during the brutal acceleration, giving the computer the final adjustments required for a perfect launch. The ship left behind dome, and installation, and eventually, Earth itself. Above the kids, the blue sky parted to give way for the stars while the acceleration glued them to their seats. And suddenly, Hiroto felt weightless. Gravity stayed back on Earth. Amaterasu was free.
 
   “The MC core is ready to jump,” announced Brenda, who at only sixteen years old already had a Ph.D. in physics and understood better than anyone living the complexity of the MC core.
 
   It was the heart of the Amaterasu. It held the power to reduce the four dimensions to mere points in a Cartesian plane.
 
   “Waiting for the order, Hiro. Remember, once we jump, there is no going back.”
 
   The MC core bent space. Thanks to the feed of a motor capable of synthesizing black matter from hydrogen molecules, Amaterasu could cross impossible distances in merely a second. It was an incredible technological advancement. By itself it almost launched humanity into a new golden age. And, nonetheless, the MC had a price: the exit coordinates for a jump appeared on the computer as different from its arrival coordinates for the previous point.
 
   Simply, for the MC, the physical laws that dictated the existence of a straight line, were irrelevant. Like a car which traveled backwards for the same road it had used, and then somehow arrived at a different country than the one he started in.
 
   Hiroto’s sensei had dedicated whole decades to deciphering the equations that ruled the MC core. He never got close.
 
   But he never stopped believing, either. And now, Hiroto, Junko, Brenda and Abner would go forward into the cosmos. They would fill the ship’s computer with coordinates after coordinates. Eventually, according to the sensei’s theory, the computer would discover the principle that had eluded him, using just sheer brute processing power.
 
   “Activate the MC,” said Hiroto. In his flight-console he started the astrophysical operations that would allow them to jump close to planets of certain characteristics: the jump was almost at random, but he could prune the choosing-pool. Gravitational wells, energy emissions, radiation… it all was part of the algorithms that allowed the ship to avoid jumping out into the inside of a star or the middle of an asteroid field. That made Hiroto the ship’s pilot. The life of the ship and all of his friends were in his hands.
 
   “To boldly go where no one–” quoted Abner, from an old show. Before he finished, Brenda activated the MC core and the space before them compressed as in a reverse explosion, the light of the stars fused into one single white point in front of them. Amaterasu didn’t even shake. When the MC field dispersed and the universe returned to normal, Hiroto couldn’t recognize the stars in front of him.
 
   That was the first of thousands of jumps. The computer carried the count of the days and during every one, they jumped thousands of times. After three years of traveling, they found alien life. And five years after that, they lost Abner.
 
    
 
   Hiroto scratched with frustration his rough three-days beard, with a hand that had become callous after the constant work in the controls of Amaterasu.
 
   “I know, Brenda. But we can’t stay any longer. The mission—”
 
   “Screw the mission,” Brenda spat with bitterness. She had become a strong woman, with steel eyes and a forehead crisscrossed with lines of expression. “I can’t stay another ten years locked away in that ship, Hiro. I can’t. How can you? That’s our tomb you want us to come back to.”
 
   Hiroto withheld a curse. He needed Brenda, that was the truth. The maintenance she gave to Amaterasu’s systems was so important in Abner’s absence… And she was also his friend.
 
   “But you first thought of her as your specialist,” a cynical voice inside of him told him. “Always moving forward, no matter the cost, right? For twenty years, you three have been the slaves of Amaterasu.”
 
   And the ship needed maintenance, always, like a ravenous god demanding sacrifices.
 
   The first it had claimed was their youth. But that wasn’t enough. The ship consumed even more. Hiroto, at first, thought before every jump, “this is it. This is the one that frees us, at last.” Those thoughts had vanished with the years. Now he had only his mission and his crew.
 
   “Tell him, Junko,” Brenda said to the other woman, “we can’t spend any more years wasting away in that jail, hoping to find another planet like Host. Once we jump there is no going back. And how many others like Carzarot are waiting for us?”
 
   Hiroto grimaced. Carzarot was the second planet with life that they had found. The first with ‘intelligent’ life. It was also the planet where Abner died.
 
   The things they found there… The claws, filled with poison; and the screaming… at the end, trying to get to the safety of Amaterasu, they hadn’t even recovered their friend’s body. It would forever lay in that dusty planet, a testimony of their failure.
 
   Abner died before losing his faith in the old man’s dream. Before the ten years they spent in the ship, watching dead and dry planets. His last words had been: “Go back to the ship. I’m stronger, I’ll stall them from here.” And that was exactly what he did. In the the cave where they found the inhabitants of Carzarot, Abner bought them, with his life, the few precious meters that separated them from Amaterasu. And Hiroto had paid that sacrifice by ordering lift-off, and leaving behind the barely recognizable corpse of his friend.
 
   Hiroto dreamed of Carzarot for a long time. Now, thankfully, he barely dreamed at all.
 
   “Brenda, I can’t,” said Junko, softly, bringing Hiroto back to the present. Some days, it seemed only her voice could achieve that feat. “This is our purpose… and you know he will never abandon it.”
 
   “I understand,” Brenda said, “you will throw your life away to be at his side. At least you will have that garden in the greenhouse…… Well, maybe finding that damned equation is impossible. Have you thought about it? I have. For twenty years.
 
   “There is nothing, guys. Only an old man who couldn’t accept there was something he couldn’t solve. And four teenagers that bought him a cheap story about a dream. He lied to us, Junko, goddammit. He lied and Hiroto knows it and not even then will he allow us to leave that monster in the shape of a space ship. Because he is just like him.”
 
   Neither Hiroto nor Junko said anything. They couldn’t. After almost thirty years traveling together, the three knew each other as well as they knew themselves. Brenda had hit exactly where both of them hurt the most.
 
   The woman’s anger dissipated: behind the rage there was only a deep sadness, and that hurt Hiroto the most.
 
   He remembered one of the artificial nights of Amaterasu, when he had woken after a nightmare worse than the others. It had been a week after Carzarot, when the shock and terror had given way to other feelings. He woke up thinking he was still covered in Abner’s blood and that the wrecked body of his friend tried to drag him into the underside of that desert planet. “Why did you leave me, Hiro? I’m so lonely here…”
 
   The cosmos was a big, empty space. And they were so alone…
 
   “Here we could be happy,” Brenda told them in a whisper. Almost begging them. “We will never have another shot like this, I’m sure of it. You know it, right, Hiro?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   This was the first civilized world they had found. The Hosts, as Junko had named them, contacted them when the ship jumped near the orbit of the planet. Later they had told Hiroto and the others that it was the first time something like that interrupted their contemplation of the night-sky.
 
   Hiroto had almost ordered another immediate jump when Brenda told him the Amaterasu had received an incoming message. But his friend had had a hunch. And Hiroto decided to take the risk: If Carzarot and this other world, the only two with intelligent life they had found, were the same… maybe it was for the best that humanity never followed their trail.
 
   They had lived more than two years on Host. Their stay had been peaceful, the Hosts were kind, curious people. Since the beginning they had dedicated the efforts of their xeno-psychologists to try and solve the differences between life forms. What advantage Earth had on technology, Hosts had on social progress.
 
   “How Mankind would change,” Hiroto had thought, one day, “if they discovered that on one corner of the universe we have brothers.” And with the old man’s dream, that was possible. Even if it was a long shot.
 
   Hiroto knew he would never be free of the grasp of the silver ship. He would never allow himself to be.
 
   Brenda contemplated the purple and orange sky of the world that had allowed them to heal. For a moment, no one said anything. Then she made a choice:
 
   “At least one more day, Hiro. Let’s stay one more day. Then we can go back to that ship and finish what we started.”
 
   Hiroto nodded. One more day. “Thank you,” was all that Brenda said, with a sad smile. The woman was a sister to him. And now, her heart was breaking.
 
   What would have Abner done?
 
   The three of them walked together around the pillars surrounded by alien flowers.  They lived in a crystal palace where a Hosts crew spent almost every moment of the day studying them, getting to know them. Hosts weren’t mammals, but they had emotions and kept friendships. Hiroto had begun to understand their body language and when he and his friends told the Hosts about their parting, he recognized sadness, but they didn’t stop them. But Xen made them an offer.
 
   “I’ll come with you,” said Xen, a little Host biologist who had become a good friend of the Amaterasu’s crew. “I’m smart, I can learn much about your ship. I’ll help maintaining it.”
 
   “Xen, there is a very real chance you will never see your people again.”
 
   “I understand that. But meeting you has been the culmination of my many existences. This is my chance that will never come again. Traveling while listening the song of the void is a dream for my people.”
 
   Near the Host, Junko hid a tear and Brenda’s face was a mask. Hiroto avoided her eyes. Instead, he turned to the planet that he would never see again and tried to etch it forever in his memory. He knew he would need it, later, on the eternal vigils of the Amaterasu.
 
    
 
   That night, Hiroto went to Junko’s room. The woman was already up, and didn’t ask for explanations. They walked together, like a pair of shadows, across the Hosts palace, until they reached Xen’s chambers.
 
   “We are leaving a bit earlier than we thought,” Hiroto explained to the Host. He repeated his warning, but the biologist was ready, and didn’t ask any questions. Xen took a small suitcase made of a material that didn’t exist back on Earth. He filled it with tools and personal trinkets, along the test-tubes that Junko and him had managed to germinate during trials in the Amaterasu’s greenhouse. Those seeds were compatible with the ones from Earth. They would be sisters.
 
   The three crossed the palace without making any noise and without finding anyone. Xen knew well the road and guided them outside in few minutes.
 
   It was as if the entire planet slept. They made it to Amaterasu without being disturbed. The ship waited atop a hill covered in golden grass, and from there a Host city revealed itself, with crystalline buildings that shone merrily in the distance.
 
   They entered Amaterasu, who welcomed them as if they never had left. Everything was in its place. In a corner of the depressurization chamber Hiroto saw Brenda’s space-suit and his heart ached with sadness.
 
   What would Abner have done? He didn’t know. But Hiroto knew what he would have wished. And he had a debt to pay to his old friend.
 
   It was hard prepping the lift-off with only two pair of hands and not the four for which the ship’s controls had been designed. The sound of the engines annihilated the calm and peace of the night, which during the launch turned into day for a brief instant.
 
   Hiroto, Junko and Xen saw how Host stayed behind further and further as space revealed itself in front of them. Junko placed her little hand on Hiroto’s forearm and he realized he was holding his breath.
 
   For an instant, before the acceleration pushed him against his seat, he saw Brenda on the palace balcony. A little human figure with a white dress. He didn’t see her expression.
 
   “You did the right thing,” Junko told him when Amaterasu floated freely on space.
 
   “It didn’t feel like that.” Leaving Brenda behind was like losing a part of himself; and Junko, at his side, felt the same. But she was strong for him, and he needed her. He realized he loved her, desperately.
 
   “She will be happy among my people,” Xen said, a couple of meters away from them, sitting in Abner’s seat. “Her heart had already sprouted with us.”
 
   “And mine is here,” thought Hiroto, not without bitterness. “Forever, on this ship, as long as I’m alive. This is the heritage you left me, sensei.”
 
   And he said, aloud:
 
   “Junko, activate the MC core.”
 
    
 
   “Last planet I found you’d have loved. Simple life, an entire planet covered in green, a giant garden. I couldn’t descend, the atmosphere was too corrosive. But the view, from up here…” Hiroto had planted some of Junko’s favorite flowers. He left them in front of the little cherry tree that barely grew half a meter over the ground. “In Amaterasu, everything is going as always: slowly getting worse. Everything, but the MC core, that one will never give up. Not much longer until the life-support goes too. Then I will be with you, my love.
 
   With Hiroto the heart of the Amaterasu would finally stop. It had stubbornly held on for more than sixty years, chasing the daydream of a man whose face Hiroto had forgotten a long time ago.
 
   He spent a couple hours fixing the part of the garden where he and Junko had seeded the most beautiful flowers they carried from Earth and Host. In the center was her tree. Underneath, Junko rested forever, surrounded by the garden she had loved.
 
   “It will last much longer than me and the other systems of the ship,” thought Hiroto with satisfaction, leaving the garden. Without Brenda or Abner, there was little he could do to prolong Amaterasu’s life. So he had made sure that the computer of the ship would prioritize the energy of the greenhouse to make it last as long as possible. Maybe Xen could have done more. In the end, the little host had understood more of the secrets of the ship than Hiroto or Junko. Sadly, it turned out hosts lived only a fraction of a human life. Now his friend slept out there, somewhere in the cosmos, just as he had wished. He heard forever the song of the void.
 
   “I wonder if I will have time to reach the tree, by my Junko, when my time is up,” Hiroto could feel it in his bones and in his body: Every morning he woke up colder, stiffer. Getting up was an agony, but it paled with other basic needs.
 
   But lately, even the pain was going away. His time was running out.
 
   He slowly wandered over the corridors that reached the cabin. He used a pair of weak and crinkled hands to hold tightly to the walls and guardrails. He had walked that path… so many times.
 
   Hiroto let himself fall on his pilot seat and let out a heavy breath. He studied the feed of the console: the hydrogen extractors failed more and more to build the fuel that the engines turned into antimatter to feed Amaterasu. How his ship slowly died. One mishap here, another there.
 
   He could barely remember his youth. Had he ever thought everything would end like this? Sure, he knew it was a possibility, a risk they were all taking. But he had never turned his sight away from that dream that didn’t exist anymore.
 
   “I don’t know how I didn’t lose my head all these years,” he thought, but he wasn’t sure he hadn’t. How could he? He was alone. He had been alone for a long time now.
 
   “It was when we decided to not have children,” he thought. The moment where he finally gave up hope. A new generation could have prolonged Amaterasu’s trip for a couple decades, perhaps. But to subject his children to the destiny that awaited him, right now? He could never do that to Junko.
 
   And that choice had marked the difference between him and the man who had given him life so Hiroto could chase that egoist dream.
 
   The old man, almost as an afterthought, realized his ship barely generated enough energy to keep the ship’s systems online. It was today, then. When everything ended. No more energy meant no more jumps and the computer that held the secret of the road home had never even come close to figuring it out. Hiroto realized he didn’t feel anything over it: not anger, not sadness, not even disappointment. He was spent.
 
   “I spent so many years hating you,” he thought, thinking back to the old scientist. “But that was so long ago. In the end, neither of us got what we wanted.
 
   “Ah, but I had her and together we saw some wonderful sights. And with Brenda, and with Xen and with Abner… We saw things no man has ever seen before. Yes, father, we are at peace.”
 
   His trip was at its end. And soon, he would be with her. They would become a brief reference in history books, the disaster of the Amaterasu Project. Perhaps they would remember them too, back in Host. But no one would know how he had lived, and suffered and loved inside that ship, his life would disappear inside the empty shell of Amaterasu. He was at peace with that. And yet…
 
   He decided for a last act of defiance. A waste of energy he would never have allowed even a year before. A last message.
 
   “Will the transmitters still work?” he wondered. “I remember Brenda used them when the hosts contacted us. Perhaps I can use them one more time.”
 
   Deep in the entrails of space, who would find him? But he had an idea; the same one, perhaps, that his father had had so many years ago: Maybe someone else succeeds where I failed. Maybe the dream doesn’t have to die today.
 
   The message he sent was the following: “here rests the Amaterasu. In his insides lived and fought Junko and Xen and Brenda and Abner and Hiroto. They chased, to the limits of their strength, a dream they shared with all of mankind, and more. Know that in this ship we have loved and dreamt.”
 
   The transmitters worked. He would need to take energy of other systems so the ship could broadcast continuously, but that didn’t matter now. It could take from everywhere, except the garden. Even life-support. Hiroto could feel anyway how his heart-beat slowed. That had been his last work. For the first time in the history of the Amaterasu, the transmitters burned at full power.
 
   Let the ship speak as long and as far away as it could. Xen would have called it her own song for the void.
 
   Satisfied, Hiroto rested against his pilot seat and closed his eyes. Soon… Maybe he would even reach the gardens if he hurried.
 
   He opened his eyes again, surprised, when a sound that he had heard but once before, called on his computer’s screen. It was the sound of an incoming message. Hiroto received it with shaking fingers.
 
   “We are your sons and your brothers. We have looked for many years, Amaterasu, flying after your trail. We are the heirs of your dream and we are many, now. Soon you will be home.”
 
   Hiroto was short of breath. He could barely grasp what he was reading… How? Was it even possible? The message came with its origin coordinates. The computer of the ship processed them and it returned a pair of coordinates whose registry was already on the ship.
 
   The message had come from somewhere he had jumped before… And then, suddenly, he understood the implications of what the computer had just done.
 
   The only way of understanding those coordinates…
 
   And not even finished thinking it, a single word appeared on all the screens of the cabin. “Solving,” followed by a gigantic list of numbers and mathematical algorithms… no, it was a list. Of coordinates.
 
   “Two pairs it could compare against each other… That’s what it needed,” Hiroto thought, while the numbers danced in front of him. “They never stopped believing in the dream, after all. They must have followed our steps… not only choosing a random point, but going after the road we left behind.”
 
   Every time he jumped, the Amaterasu produced two pairs of coordinates: In and Out. In the end, the ships of Humanity must’ve reached Host. And there they would have found the registry of the messages Brenda had exchanged with the planet from the ship. There were coordinates there, too. And after feeding those to the computers…
 
   Maybe Brenda had lived long enough to see what happened, then.
 
   They must’ve chased after Hiroto for years, seeing how Amaterasu slowly left them behind at each jump. After all, the prototypes his father had designed couldn’t be replicated until decades after. But eventually, they gained ground. And today…
 
   Hiroto’s finger rushed to input orders to the computer. He could feel his heart beat at full speed. He needed to see it.
 
   And in front of him, the computer was placing a massive number of dots, an amount as big as the stars he had seen on a clear night back when he lived on Earth. Every single dot had been a jump Amaterasu made. He couldn’t remember them all.
 
   Hiroto connected those in lines that extended all around the screen, in every direction, growing more and more. Millions. He and his friends had jumped millions of times, randomly, all over the universe and now he saw the fruit of that labor: Connected, the dots formed a map. The web of coordinates looked vaguely as a sphere on its perimeter, and on the inside of that sphere, the universe extended.
 
   Hiroto waited until the computer finished the registry of all the coordinates he had chased following his father’s dream. His dream. When it was over, he realized he couldn’t feel his heart-beat anymore. He didn’t care.
 
   In the screen in front of him, the map created after the trail of the Amaterasu had become a light guide that crossed the vastness of space. A brilliant road that would forever destroy the darkness and would forever guide mankind back home to the people they loved.
 
   It was his legacy. And it was so beautiful.
 
   In front of Hiroto, the Road of Fire extended. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Quark and the Martian Vampire
 
    
 
   It was in Mr. Danglers’ funeral that Quark realized no one knew where, exactly, Old Sullivan had come from or what exactly he did around the Colony. Stranger still, no one seemed to care.
 
   “I don’t know why the burial has to be in Administration,” Quark told his dad, hours before; while the man drove the buggy towards the main complex, where the burial was taking place. “It’s boring. I think Mr. Danglers would have liked to rest in his garden, that’s where he spent most of his time. I don’t think he liked the Bureau.”
 
   “It’s a symbolic ceremony, kiddo,” his dad answered, eyes fixed on the treacherous Mars surface. The road had been paved years before, by the workers and robots of the colony. But no one told the red planet that, and sometimes huge stones, sharp as swords, would appear in the middle of the road and destroy even the reinforced tires of the buggies. “It means every settler is the heart of the Colony, so they go to the central building when they die. So future generations can remember the sacrifice of those who came before them and feel that they, too, are part of the same whole.”
 
   Quark grumped in the backseat of the buggy. Yes, that was the official explanation, he knew that. He was eleven, not deaf. But the fact was, Mr. Danglers never gave one ounce of care to the Bureau. He had always cancelled his vote on the elections and frequently told Quark that he would be happy if everyone left him alone in his botanical garden. Maybe then he could do some god-darned science for once, instead of dealing with meddling kids messing up his tomatoes.
 
   He knew that, because, when Mr. Danglers talked about meddling kids, he mostly meant Quark and his friends: Orion and Lizzy. They were the only kids in the settlement —plus a bunch of newborns—, because it was the first Mars Colony in history. That made him “the future generation” his dad liked to talk about.
 
   “I just think he would have been happier in his garden, that’s all,” said Quark, looking out of the window. He was sad, but he would not cry. He was a Martian, and Martians had to be tough because the Red Planet was tough. He could also decide what it meant to be a Martian man, because he was the first. This point had been hotly debated with his friends, but he defended his birthright fiercely.
 
    “Well, I think he would have been happier not dying at all,” said his dad with joviality. He looked at Quark’s mom, who was sitting on the copilot seat, combing her hair with one hand and with the other checking the last geothermic data the lab had sent them.
 
   “That’s not an option,” Quark said, with grim dignity. He looked outside the window, dramatically, and sighed, watching the endless rocky terrain and jagged mountains extending over the horizon. “Us Martians know the Red Planet claims everyone in the end. So we choose to meet our fates with dignity—” he was going to add something about ‘the few, the proud,’ but his dad interrupted his inspiration most rudely, by laughing uproariously.
 
   “You should meet your fate with dignity, Captain Quark, and do your homework. You have a test soon enough.”
 
   Quark went red with indignation. What was that spiel about homework? Had the man no sense of honor, no sense of duty? Quark had to go and pay his respects to a fallen comrade! “I swear something is wrong with these earthlings,” he thought. “They have no respect.”
 
   “Now, now, kids,” her mother interjected at that moment, without looking up from her thermal reports, “don’t fight in the buggy.”
 
   “I’m not a kid!” they said, in unison.
 
    
 
   Since the Administrative Complex was the heart and mind of the Colony, it was bigger than the standard habitat Quark’s family lived in. It was a group of interconnected buildings around a central structure, knit closely together. Inside you could find gardens, a school and even a cinema. His mother had once told him the original plans for the project involved a huge polyplastic dome. It would contain all the habitats now spread around the surface of the Colony; and each dome would be one different Colony, connected to others with special shuttles. It would feel just like Earth.
 
   Sadly, the project was scrapped when someone pointed out that even the resistant polyplastic could collapse during a marsquake, or a rock hitting it during a dust-storm (it turned out this was an unfounded fear, since Mars dust storms were nowhere as mean as they had thought), or simply a small meteorite could puncture it. Then the settlers would die, because that’s what Mars did to people caught in its atmosphere without spacesuits.
 
   So the Colony consisted of low, heavy, sturdy buildings mostly made by robots. Those mined and processed materials right here on Mars, years before Quark’s parents, and Mr. Danglers and everyone else had set foot on the planet. Most of the robots were still operative, and constantly working. Quark had learned in school that in the next ten years, plan was to double the Colony in size. Of course, Earth didn’t say much these days, so the project probably was scrapped.
 
   His father drove up towards the Buggy landing zone, which served as an airlock; and called his arrival by radio. The computer hailed him and lowered the steel gate. Minutes later, Quark and his parents were walking through the reinforced passageways towards the Administrative building. For Quark it was a usual route, because his father and he used it every workday so Quark could go to school in the main Administrative building.
 
   Quark spent the time raising a dignified complaint about his space-suit, “I’m tired of wearing it indoors every time I come here. I don’t mind it on planet-side excursions, but here? I’m the only one doing it.”
 
   “Your friends have to wear it, too,” said his dad. “It’s a rule, kid. We have enough suits for adults stashed everywhere in case of depressurization. But you are still growing, it would be wasteful to make new ones every couple of months.”
 
   Martians shouldn’t waste resources, that one hit true. Quark let the matter drop, at least for today. His back itched, but he couldn’t scratch with the metal and plastic alloy covering his skin, could he?
 
   The funeral services advanced in the main structure, at the park in front of the Bureau offices. It was not far from the room the Colony used as school.
 
   Quark’s family was the last to arrive, but that was reasonable, since they lived the farthest away and had some equipment that needed constant checking. Everyone was there: about two hundred adults plus three kids and some babies. Technicians, scientists, engineers, bureaucrats, robotic-experts, astronomy specialists. Quark’s dad liked to say the Colony had one of the highest concentrations of Ph.Ds. in history. Quark had noted that even the man who had fixed some plumbing issue last month in his home had two of those.
 
   And everyone was wearing black jumpsuits. Except Quark, of course, who was wearing space-suit orange, which clashed with the grim, serious atmosphere of the service.
 
   “I don’t think Mr. Danglers would have minded,” he thought, while he walked to the park, behind his parents, “he mostly hung around in overalls. I think he talked to his tomatoes. He would probably have felt just as out of place as I do.”
 
   His parents took their place in the circle that had formed around the center of the park, next to Mr. Gills, the chemist, and Mrs. Xin, the doctor. This year’s Bureau chief was Bob Cunningham; it was him talking at the podium in the middle of the park. Next to him, a technician whose name Quark didn’t know carried the urn where Mr. Danglers’ ashes rested.
 
   “Dear friends,” Cunningham said, “we are gathered here to mourn the passing of a brave man. Henry Danglers was a treasured member of this community and his loss will be felt by each of us. When we volunteered to face this cruel harsh planet in name of humanity we…”
 
   Quark stopped listening. He was there out of respect for his old friend. He was sure his duty ended at having to endure speeches, especially by a man who had never bothered to stop by Dangler’s garden after school and grab a hydroponic apple. The old man would go red with fury and swear storm and destruction upon Quark and his friends. Chase them out wielding a polyplastic shovel, you know, the works. But each Friday, without fault, they would return and find the gate unlocked and the branches –that were just that, apple-tree branches in aluminum trails filled with a special solution—with those sweet apples unwatched.
 
   While the first Colony Mayor talked about death and the legacy they were building, Quark searched for his friends among the crowd. He found them easily, because they were wearing the same orange spacesuits he was wearing, so they stood out of the black jumpsuits like a trombone in a rock band. Orion had it the worse of the three, because his dad was a safety freak and had made him wear the polyplastic helmet even now. The poor kid looked like a robot with the dome-shaped helmet. Quark quietly, with deliberate movements, got their attention and then mouthed they should get together ASAP for a meeting.
 
   After the speech, which went on and on and then never got anywhere, the technician brought the ashes to a small hole in the ground and emptied the vase there. Then he planted a seed, covered it in dirt and watered it. Eventually, it would become a tree, just like the other small plants growing in a row next to it. That would have pleased Mr. Danglers very much.
 
   The procession broke down in separate groups, with people gossiping about Danglers, about Cunningham and about whatever adults talked about. Mostly other people. No one paid attention to the kids, so they easily skittered off to a more private part of the park, so they could hold a proper meeting for the fallen comrade. Because when Quark, Orion and Lizzy got together and no meddling earthling was in sight, they became ‘The Futurisians,’ the self-proclaimed most secret society on the entirety of Mars.
 
   “I thought that Bob Cunningham would never shut off,” complained Orion. He took off his helmet as soon as he was sure his dad wasn’t hiding in a bush, ready to catch him disobeying.
 
   “Don’t be disrespectful,” Lizzy chided him. She had decided about a week ago that she would be the moral compass of the Futurisians. Which was an interesting choice, since she spent more time in detention than the other two put together. “He is our elected leader.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t vote for a leader,” complained Orion. He took a small tablet out of his pocket and booted up a video game he had been tinkering with while at school.
 
   “Neither did Mr. Danglers, or my parents,” Quark said, thinking aloud, “I think they don’t take this Bureau business as seriously as they should. We ought to get together sometime, all the two-hundred-and-three, and decide on a new leadership all of us agree on. Bureaus are dumb anyways.” Also, he should be the new president.
 
   “You are not counting the babies,” Lizzy reminded him, “again.” Neither of them subtracted the four deaths, because one thing was knowing people die, and another very different, was being eleven years old.
 
   “That’s because those don’t count yet. They are larval-stage Martian men, so they don’t do much between crying and blabbering. We have to put our share of the work around here.” Lizzy, who hadn’t decided yet if she liked the newborns or not, opted to go for a safe play and rolled her eyes at him.
 
   “I don’t feel we do much work,” said Orion, trying to pay attention to the debate and to his game at the same time, “we mostly hang around, and get in trouble.”
 
   “Don’t say that!” Quark managed to still talk in a whisper and sound scandalized, “We do lots around here! We lift the spirits of everyone in the Colony, we are its youth! Without us they would have nothing to keep them motivated, they look at our exploits for inspiration, and relief from their routines. With that, and school, it’s a miracle we get any time for ourselves at all.”
 
   Lizzy seemed like she wanted to argue the point, so he deflected:
 
   “Focus guys, this is an official meeting,” he said. Since he was older, he was the leader, so he got to call the official meetings. Both his leadership and his age were still under debate, but this week he had quorum.
 
   “I never voted for you either,” complained Orion, but his heart wasn’t really on it.
 
   “Listen, I have a proposal to make,” Quark said, “we ought to name Mr. Danglers an honorary Futurisian.”
 
   The other two members considered it.
 
   “Well, I am going to miss him, hanging around the gardens and chasing us with that shovel,” Lizzy said, “and he never snitched on us, you know?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Orion, “he was solid. Things aren’t going to be the same around here. Maybe we should do something for the guy.”
 
   On that they agreed.
 
   Part of being an honorary Futurisian, they decided, was that you should get a private ceremony after the burial. So they waited until the adults naturally drifted off the park and into the buildings and passageways around them, enjoying the little leisure time that they got on weekends. Then they got to the little mound where Danglers’ tree was planted. Each of them bid him farewell.
 
   “Goodbye, Mr. Danglers,” Orion said, “hope they have real apple trees where you are going.”
 
   “You were sweet,” said Lizzy, “but not too much; which is good, because we are Martians, and we don’t do sweet very well. I hope you aren’t so lonely now.”
 
   Quark thought for a while. Then he said, talking to the soiled earth: “You understood our traditions, and had grit. You were a good friend.”
 
   Afterwards, Quark felt a grim satisfaction. Who knew what Danglers’ would have wanted for his own ceremony, but this was as good as the other one, in Quark’s opinion.
 
   They started to walk away from the trees, looking for adventure. Thanks to some rounding up the scientists of Earth had done before the Colony arrived on Mars, they had kept the same days of the week. Today still was a Saturday morning, which to the kids meant wandering around the Colony, looking for trouble.
 
   There was just one man near the park with them. He was a long, slim fellow dressed in black garments. He was staring intently at the park. He gave the air around him a vaporous, humid quality. Quark walked towards him, to get a better look. He pretended to be just wandering around, looking at the ceiling, which right now was trying to emulate a clouded blue sky.
 
   Quark had only seen clothes like that in movies and pictures of Earth. Those weren’t the jumpsuits he saw around the Colony, but a battered old suit of a washed out black, that seemed too big for the lanky man. He was also wearing a top hat, like the old black and white movies that were Lizzy’s favorites; it looked just as tattered as his suit. He wore black shoes that must’ve been shiny once, but now were a sad black covered in scratches.
 
   The man looked so out of place that Quark wasn’t even sure he was there. He looked back to his friends for a second, they were still by Danglers’ new tree; and when he turned back, the strange man was looking straight at him.
 
   Quark gasped, and took a step back. He was instantly angry with himself, because Martian men didn’t gasp when some weird fellow looked at them. But the man was as pale as snow, and had black eyes that seemed like tar. Quark was sure he had seen a color like that before, just not in a person’s eyes. The man had thin lips, which curled in a faint smile, and then he turned back towards the building, as if he had never moved at all.
 
   “Did you guys see that?” Quark asked to the other two Futurisians, going straight back to them, “who the hell is he anyways?”
 
   “Well, that’s Old Sullivan alright,” said Orion, in a know-it-all fashion. “I asked my dad earlier today, before you arrived. He was at the funeral too, behind Bob the Mayor.”
 
   “He has always been here,” added Lizzy, looking at Quark as if he had gone mad. He raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Right,” he thought, “that is obviously Old Sullivan. How could I forget?” He was always in the Colony, since Quark could remember. Before, even. Doing what, exactly? He didn’t look like a technician, or an engineer.
 
   “He is a private man, I think my dad said so,” said Orion, his eyes squinting trying to get a better look at the man.  After a minute or two, Old Sullivan simply turned around and left, walking at a calm, slow pace, as if enjoying a walk in the woods.
 
   “I don’t like him,” decided Quark, “I don’t trust that hat and that suit and those eyes. He seems mean.”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” said Orion, biting his lip. His dad had taught him to distrust old mean men, even if there weren’t any on the Colony… except for Old Sullivan, of course. “He is just an old man.”
 
    The three Futurisians stared at each other, without much to add. They knew something was wrong, but they couldn’t put their finger on what.
 
    
 
   Contrary to popular belief around the Colony, the Futurisians didn’t actually go around looking for real trouble, they were Martians and settlers too, so they understood their duty to the Colony. And Old Sullivan had a big “Real Trouble” sign hanging around his black hat as big as a neon warning as far as the kids were concerned. They knew they should stay out of it.
 
   But Quark was eleven and Lizzy and Orion were ten, and that’s not an age when a kid can just ignore a mystery that appears right in front of their faces. 
 
   When his parents called him to his tablet some hours later, Quark had decided the Futurisians were now on a new adventure. They didn’t have to exchange any words to agree, it was just obvious.
 
   So they planned to get a video-conference going, later tonight, and each went their separate ways, after Lizzy reminded Orion to put on his helmet before his dad saw him and freaked out.
 
   Quark met with his parents, who had spent the day in the cinema, watching an old earth movie about the last war –which sounded dreadfully boring. Quark had always thought that movies were funnier when atomic weapons were just speculation and cool doomsday devices; when movies documented a real war, it was just a bunch of dying around, with no real adventure.
 
   Soon they were back on the buggy and out of the airlock, well on their way home on the far part of the Colony. Outside, on Mars surface, the sun was setting. The sky had a faint, blue-and-gray tint under the dying light. There were no clouds that he could see, and the sun was a pale dot that seemed so far away and lonely, more so as the light became weaker and weaker. He could see Phobos peeking near the horizon. Its sister, Deimos, would come later.
 
   “Dad… who is Old Sullivan?” Quark asked, out of nowhere, as he was falling asleep. He took a long breath of cold recycled air and forced himself back to wakefulness.
 
   His dad seemed confused. “What do you mean? He is just Old Sullivan,” he said, looking at his son over his shoulder for a second, “why, you didn’t go around pestering him today, right? You know he is a private man.”
 
   “Yeah, of course I know that,” said Quark, and it was true, even if he didn’t remember knowing that before. He massaged his temple, sensing the start of a headache with each bump of the buggy with the Martian road. “But who is he? What does he do around here?”
 
   “Hope you didn’t ask him that,” intervened his mom, “that would have been very rude.”
 
   “Yes, very rude,” agreed his dad, “everyone is doing their best of the Colony, you know that. Don’t bother the poor man, he is old.”
 
   Quark closed his eyes and scratched his head. “Sure, I didn’t bother him. I was just wondering… It doesn’t matter, you know. It’s just a game with my friends.”
 
   “Sure kiddo, sure.” Said his dad, and his attention returned to the road.
 
   “Well, now I am sure,” thought Quark, to himself, “that something is wrong with Old Sullivan.” For outside, the sky had shifted into night. The sun went down and for one brief moment, before the stars appeared, the sky was covered by a deep, all-encompassing darkness. The alien black looked just like the black in Old Sullivan’s eyes.
 
    
 
   That night, Quark went to bed early. He bid his parents goodnight and left them to their work in the first floor of their home, which was also a laboratory filled to the brim with machines. To Quark, a house was a place where you found computers as big as a horse. They cranked out sheets and sheets of raw data, while his mother calmly interpreted them over a cup of coffee, and his dad worked on his experiments.
 
   Quark’s room was on the third floor. Thankfully for the settlers, living space was not a problem for them, thanks to the robots, and everyone there enjoyed more than enough living space to live with some comfort. Families had it even better, since they saved the Colony the use of some Life Support machines, they got even more furniture and room.
 
   So the boy had enough privacy to start a conspiracy. He came into his room, got out of his space-suit and changed into some comfortable overalls. Then he locked the door, dimmed his windows –screens, but indistinguishable from transparent glass— until the Martian surface disappeared from view. He didn’t feel like star-watching tonight.
 
   Lizzy had already started the conference call. Quark joined the Futurisians by pressing a button on his tablet, and donning his cable-less earplugs. His friends’ faces appeared floating atop his bed, holographically rendered thanks to a projector installed in the ceiling, which had been a gift for his tenth birthday.
 
   “Did you guys find anything?” he asked them, lying in his bed, and going straight to business.
 
   “No, sorry,” said Orion, “we were hoping you had better luck.”
 
   “Not that much. My mom said the same as Orion’s dad, ‘Old Sullivan has always been around, now stop asking because he hates being around people,’” said Lizzy.
 
   Quark nodded. “Yeah, same around here. I don’t like the guy, and even if I’m supposed to remember him being around, I just…”
 
   “Yeah, it doesn’t feel right,” Lizzy added. “I think he is lying, somehow.”
 
   “I… think so,” Quark said, “my head hurts when I think too hard about it.”
 
   “Same here,” said Orion, “I remember him being around on my birthday, but I don’t have any pictures with him that day.”
 
   They pondered this new information. Quark checked his own tablet for any picture of the man, and wasn’t surprised when he found none. “This doesn’t really prove anything,” he thought, “I don’t go around taking photographs of the whole Colony. And yet…”
 
   “But what can we do?” said Orion, his head looking someplace invisible to Quark, probably checking no one was spying on them, “The adults believe him, it’s not like we can do something about him, we are only…”
 
   “Don’t say it,” Quark warned him.
 
   “Whatever. But you know it’s true. It can be dangerous.”
 
   “So we let the adults solve it,” Quark said, scratching his head, “somehow we are onto him, and they aren’t, right? So we prove to the adults that this Old Sullivan isn’t who he says he is. We get him on video, lying, and then they will have to believe us.”
 
   “Not a bad call, I think,” Lizzy told him, and gave Orion one of her mischievous looks. His dad worked surveillance, which was a relaxed, well rewarded job around the Colony, to make sure everything was okay and the machines functioned perfectly. He took his job very seriously.
 
   Orion sighed, “I thought you were going to say something about that. I think I’m still grounded since last time we tried to pull a Spy Mission…”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Quark decided, “we have to do this as soon as possible. I don’t want that man hanging around the Colony, doing gods know what.”
 
   None of them did. It was their Colony, and their only home and Quark didn’t want Old Sullivan even remotely near his home or his family.
 
    
 
   Later that night, Quark fell into a nasty sleep, filled with bad dreams in the middle of the night. The darkness of his room became more and more menacing with the slow dribble of the hours. He had never feared the dark before.
 
   In his dreams, the window of his room opened inward, which was impossible, because it was not truly a window, but a screen, with only steel plates behind it.
 
    A tint-like mist poured slowly inside, fell heavily to the floor, and raised itself. It condensed more and more until it became a solid, pale, lanky figure with sharp jaws and pointed cheeks, and with black eyes the color of the darkness before the stars. Then the remaining mist coalesced and clothed him in a familiar battered suit, and a black top hat on his bald head.
 
   Old Sullivan was in front of his bed, smiling just like he had done when he caught Quark ogling that morning, at Mr. Danglers’ funeral. The boy wanted to scream, to call for help or at least raise his hands to defend himself, but this was a dream, a deep dream, and he was powerless.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind me visiting,” said the man. He had a raspy voice, sharp as a knife but jagged as if his throat was a cavern. He didn’t move his mouth to speak, yet Quark heard him as if he had talked directly into his ear. “But we need to chat a bit, young Quark, about what you saw today.”
 
   Old Sullivan looked around as if the darkness meant nothing to him like he could see without problem everything in the boy’s room: his movie posters, his music tapes, his books lying around everywhere. The man smiled. “You humid-men never change, especially not the children.”
 
   There was no happiness in that smile, no joy, not even hate. Sullivan smiled like a man grew a mustache just to have something to wear on his face. Quark could only look on, shaking inside his own mind, feeling his heart race and fill his veins with adrenaline that felt as liquid fire. He wanted to run away, warn his parents, turn every single light in the house on, and put as much distance as possible between himself and that lanky, pale man with black eyes.
 
   “I used to like children,” Old Sullivan explained, while he sat on the edge of Quark’s bed, “I even had one or two of my own. That was long ago, and I’ve forgotten their faces. I guess I’m not used to children anymore,” that voice was maddening.
 
   “I forgot how different your mind is from a fully-formed one, how the humid-mind won't settle until years later. In a way, it was my fault you noticed what you did this morning. And because I’m feeling generous, I’m here to talk to you, instead of fixing my mistake in a… more direct way.”
 
   Quark wondered how he could ever have believed Old Sullivan to be a man, even a settler when he clearly was a monster. A starving vampire, who hypnotized his victims with his mind before feasting on their blood. Quark felt his neck so very exposed, and shivered.
 
   “Maybe some long-lost cousin of mine,” Old Sullivan said, reading his thoughts, “a long time ago it was easy to swim over the vastness of the True Night. My kin liked to visit your world, even my own children. I preferred the cold planets, farther away. The men there were tastier.”
 
   Sullivan looked out of the window, like someone pretending to be deep in thought, while underneath being empty. “They are dry rocks, nowadays, and the currents of the True Night stopped long ago. I’ve slept for a long time, see, alone with my thirst. Wasting away with each eon. But then you came into my kingdom, you humid-men filled with warm, healthy water… Oh, how I’ve waited for this day, young larva. How I’ve waited, indeed.”
 
   Quark tried to think of a cross because he knew it was supposed to ward off vampires, and he was desperate. But the night terror just looked at him with amusement and shook its head.
 
   “You should be ashamed of your manners. Humid-man larva, coming here into this land and then trying to harm its Count. But no matter, I don’t hold grudges against cattle.”
 
   Quark tried that some defiant look shone through the panic that he was feeling, but if it did, Old Sullivan paid him no mind.
 
   “I was merciful, with the cattle that worshiped me, back in the day. And there are little nutrients in your tiny frame. I can’t make you forget about me, so I offer you a deal. Stop trying to peer into my business, and stop asking questions about me in your metal-lair and I may forgive the lives of your parents and your friends.”
 
   Quark didn’t believe a word he said. But why didn’t the vampire eat him and be done with it? Even as he thought it, he tried to suppress the idea, desperately, in case Old Sullivan took it as a suggestion, but his efforts only made the thought clearer. The Count nodded.
 
   “Don’t be so quick to dismiss me, larva. If I ate all my new cattle, I would have to go back to sleep, don’t you think? No, little Quark Campbell, you’ll grow old and have many children. In time, this Colony of yours will have you as its leader, and you will teach it to serve me as humid-men are supposed to serve.
 
   “That’s the deal I offer you, and I advise you to consider it. Keep quiet now, and give me no trouble, and I’ll make you a king among your fellow humid-men and may spare your parents and your friends from my thirst. This is a courtesy I’m offering you, you won’t get another one. There are other larvae for me to groom. Perhaps little Orion would do. Don’t you agree?”
 
   Then he laughed, and dissolved into black ink that behaved like mist, and circled around Quark while it floated slowly through the window that wasn’t a window. Quark couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, he could only feel a deep, scathing thirst that felt as if his throat was a smoldering desert, and his body felt as hot sand…
 
    
 
   “Quark! Quark!” Hands shook him awake, and Quark opened his eyes, confused. He was shaking. He had no desert in his throat, but he felt so thirsty his mouth felt like slush. In front of his bed, was his dad, looking at him with the expert look that only a person with two Ph.Ds. ––but none in medicine–– can give a sick boy. “You alright, kiddo?”
 
   Quark looked around his room. Everything was as he had left it. The window reflected the Martian morning but it was an obvious illusion because it was a screen with a metal sheet under it. You’d need a bulldozer to pry it open.
 
   “And the room would have depressurized,” Quark thought. His mind felt clear this morning, not like the feverish dream-mind of a nightmare, where he could only behave according to the laws of the dream.
 
   No, nightmares could not follow into the morning, so he was free to think. He knew of depressurization, and since he was alive and his dad and mom were fine, then the vampire’s visit must’ve been a dream.
 
   Which, of course, Quark didn’t believe for a single second.
 
   “Yes, dad, I’m fine,” he said, although his body felt like burning and his lips cracked, “I just…”
 
   “Well, you have a fever,” said his dad, and for a second Quark thought he had seen his dad’s eyes light up with panic. “Could’ve caught it while at the funeral, should be nothing. But I’m taking you to the doctor anyways before you go prancing around with your friends and singlehandedly get half the Colony bedridden.”
 
   Dad gave him a pat on his shoulder and walked to the door. He turned back for a bit, “get some rest and suit up, today we are going early.”
 
   “What about breakfast?” Quark complained.
 
   “I’ll get you some juice, but we are in a hurry,” said his dad, and this time Quark was sure his voice had cracked a bit right there.
 
   Quark’s mom stayed to check some last Sunday data, she still had some work to do and wouldn’t be free until a couple of hours later. “I’ll catch up with you guys on the Coaster,” she told them. “Take care you two, don’t get into any trouble.”
 
   And Quark had said yes because he didn’t want to worry his mom, but he fully intended to get himself into trouble.
 
   He felt much better once he drank the cold juice on the way to the Administrative Complex, even it was a simple artificial sweetener for some nutritional serum, but his father wanted to make sure.
 
   Mrs. Xin’s office was open this Sunday only because Quark’s dad had phoned her beforehand. It was a small office with a computer, cabinets with medicines and medical instruments that Quark didn’t recognize. She was a middle-aged doctor with a stern face but kind eyes. She wore a white coat with a stethoscope hanging from her neck, which she said was mostly for show because robots handled the vitals checking for her.
 
   Doctor Xin made Quark lay on the examination table, looked at his eyes, his tongue, pinched his skin and hit his knee with a hammer. He would have found it all very funny if he wasn’t so worried.
 
   “It seems everything is fine,” Doctor Xin said, giving Quark’s dad a meaningful look, “it’s just normal dehydration; I think Quark here forgot to drink water yesterday while he was out playing.”
 
   His dad seemed relieved, “I thought so, but you know, I wanted to be sure.”
 
   “Of course, Frank. I understand, better be safe than…” She cut herself off from that sentence, but Quark was paying them little attention. He ached to be outside and get the Futurisians together.
 
   Doctor Xin gave him some more nutritional juice to sip during the day and sent them on their way.
 
   “Do you mind if I go look for my friends?” asked Quark, when his dad and he were walking outside Xin’s office, along the walkway that could get them to the buggy’s lot or deeper inside the complex. “I promised them we would meet today.”
 
   “I’m not sure kiddo, the doc thinks you are okay, but maybe I should keep an eye on you,” his dad told him.
 
   “I feel fine,” argued Quark, “and if I start to feel bad, I’ll call you, playing while sick is no fun. And perhaps I can skip school tomorrow for it.” Now that had sounded more like himself.
 
   “Hah, we will see about that,” his dad said, but Quark had convinced him, “alright, scatter, you brat, go play with your pals.”
 
   Quark didn’t wait to be told twice.
 
    
 
   The Futurisians met at the botanical garden. It was weird, that just a couple days ago, they thought of it as ‘Mr. Danglers’ garden.’ Now it was empty while the Bureau and Bob Cunningham found someone with a related field of work that could juggle around the extra responsibility. That could take a while, so the garden was closed until then, maintained by the little whirling robots that cared for the entire Colony.
 
   But since Danglers was an honorary Futurisian, the three kids knew that obviously, the rule didn’t apply to them, so they claimed the territory with boldness and daring fitting to any Martian settler. And then forgot to tell anyone else.
 
   “I’ve got some bad news,” Quark said after they were safely inside the botanical garden and the three were sure no adult was nearby. Two ‘bots were mechanically tending to watermelons growing from plastic trays hanging from the ceiling, but otherwise they were alone.
 
   Quark waited for a brief dramatic pause, “Old Sullivan isn’t human. He is something like a vampire, and wants to use the Colony as its personal food supply.”
 
   Orion nodded, going pale as snow. The kid lived in a constant state of expecting disaster, so when someone had nasty bad news, his usual response was a ‘Sure, and then…?’
 
   But Lizzy wasn’t having it, “What do you mean a vampire? I’m sure the settlers had medical exams before getting in the rockets to Mars, I don’t think the government would let some vampire on-board.”
 
   “He was already here,” Quark explained, impatient, “he is a Martian vampire.”
 
   “Makes sense,” said Orion.
 
   “What’s your source?” demanded Lizzy, “you can’t go around accusing old men of being vampires, people will think you are mad.”
 
   “I had a dream about it, obviously,” said Quark. He needed to get his friends past it, so they could focus on what was important. Vampire Hunting. “Except it wasn’t a dream. Dreams don’t feel like that, or threaten your friends and family if you won’t stop meddling in his business.”
 
   “He told you not to tell anyone?” mumbled Orion, biting his lip. “Then why would you go and tell us?”
 
   “Because vampires don’t make deals, Orion,” said Lizzy, and she patted the kid on the back to comfort him. “Don’t worry, if Quark is right, Old Sullivan planned on killing us anyways.”
 
   “Oh,” said Orion, pale as snow, “makes sense.”
 
   Then she turned back to Quark:
 
   “It could have been a really bad nightmare, I have them sometimes, doesn’t mean a giant flaming pony is trying to drag me under the bed.”
 
   Quark knew she was right, but he couldn’t explain how he knew it hadn’t been a dream. None of his nightmares had been as terrifying as Old Sullivan sitting at the edge of his bed, smiling in a way that made his entire face look false.
 
   “Guys, I know it was real. Please, I need your help on this. I think the Colony is in danger.”
 
   There wasn’t more to argue.
 
   “Alright, we are on vampire hunting duty,” said Lizzy, with a determined gleam in her eyes, “that’s going to be hard to top on my curriculum when I’m older.”
 
   “How are we going to kill a Martian Vampire?” asked Orion.
 
   During the buggy ride to the complex, Quark had pondered the same questions. He had some ideas.
 
   “We film him being vampire-like, and then we get someone to kill him for us.”
 
   “Oh, thank god,” said Orion, “I thought you wanted us to kill him.”
 
   Quark had thought about it. But he would rather stay far away from those abyss-like eyes if he could help it.
 
   “No way, we don’t have any weapons against him. And we don’t know his weaknesses, this is an alien vampire, he is playing by different rules.”
 
   The Futurisians devised a plan, working fast in the sticky and hot air of the botanic garden. Orion had brought cameras from his dad’s cache, they were the size of ants and with as good a resolution as the kids’ tablets. There were enough cameras to stake out a good part of the complex, that was part number one of the plan. They wanted to see Old Sullivan come and go, maybe figure out what he was planning.
 
   The next part was the dangerous one: Quark was going to get near him and plant a camera directly on him.
 
   “In my dream, he could read my mind,” he remembered, “but I’m not sure how strong that power is, or if he can just go around reading people thoughts at will. I want to take the risk anyhow. We are doomed if he can pull that off,” because he would read any plan they had come up with the second he came near any of them.
 
   Finally, Orion was going to track every movement with his tablet. “If he doesn’t appear in mirrors like the stories, maybe he won’t appear on the video feed either,” Orion said. Then he frowned like he did when in deep thought. “Well, in that case, I will show my dad the feed in front of Old Sullivan, so he can see something weird is going on himself.”
 
   Quark considered all this. It was a good plan, better than the last Spy Network they had tried to pull off. The difference was, this one wasn’t a joke. It was the real deal, with real danger.
 
   “Let’s go. We can cover more ground if we split off—”, he started, but then he laughed at the panicked expressions of his friends, “I’m just kidding.”
 
   So they went together into the corridors of the complex, trying to look innocent every time they crossed a group of adults. It only made them look guilty, which in turn made the adults relax because that meant it was a normal Sunday morning for the Colony.
 
   They planted a camera at every corner and at every entrance and exit from the main building, and especially at the airlocks. They moved cautiously, ready to go into hiding if any of them caught sight of Old Sullivan. If he saw them, they would just turn around and run, and track his movements later, before Quark tried to pull any camera-planting on him. They knew that a vampire, even a Martian vampire, was serious business. They had to win on misdirection and cleverness, not by running to him and trying to club him on his ugly face.
 
   They caught no sight of him for hours, and Quark hoped the man had turned around and went back to wherever he came. After all, even if he remembered his pale bald head being around for years, the only memory he had of him being vampirish had come from yesterday. But he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. And that one felt real. The other ones had a sticky-like quality to them. Quark had goosebumps.
 
   “He called himself The Count,” he thought, while Orion staked the last entrance of the living quarters. The search took them the better part of the morning because space was cheap even in the complex. “He also said he had been sleeping for a long time.” But it talked, looked human, and everyone remembered it as a trusted member of the Colony. Was that how he hunted? By getting inside his victim’s brains?
 
   The thought of that tendril-like mist toying around with his brain –and his friends and family’s brains—, made him shiver.
 
   They were done with half of the complex when they stepped into the park by the Bureau’s building and found Old Sullivan. The black suit with that yellowed moth-eaten white shirt was unmistakable. He was standing near the tomb of Mr. Danglers, talking to Quark’s dad.
 
   Quark felt like someone had poured a bucket of cold water over his head. He ran towards his father:
 
   “Get away from him, dad! He is a monster!”
 
   Old Sullivan kept a straight face but shared a knowing look with his dad.
 
   “So, that’s what you’ve been doing all day, Quark?” his dad asked him, not moving from Sullivan’s side. Quark realized with desperation that he was about to get a lecture right in front of the Count.
 
   “What? No, you don’t understand, that man is…” The memory of what Old Sullivan had said the night before itched inside his mind: He would destroy his family and friends…… Would he dare attack in the middle of the day?
 
   “Except that it’s not the middle of the day, in the Colony, because we use artificial lights,” Quark thought, grimly, “that is how he gets to walk around unharmed.”
 
   “I understand just right. Sullivan here told me you were hiding in the Botanical labs, Quark. You three are in so much trouble. How could you be so irresponsible? Mr. Danglers just died there, whatever weird sickness got him could still be inside. You could get the virus yourselves, even infect the whole Colony!”
 
   “What sickness?” intervened Orion, which had arrived with Lizzy seconds after Quark, and were standing now by his sides, trying to even the numbers. “My dad works security; he didn’t mention any sickness. Mr. Danglers had an accident, from working too hard.”
 
   “What accident?” asked Lizzy. This was news to the three of them. Quark had just accepted Mr. Dangler’s death like it was a sad affair but nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   He got a dismal feeling in the back of the throat, like someone realizing he was scammed, but doesn’t yet understand how. He looked at Old Sullivan, but the man’s face revealed nothing. Those eyes had no feeling of triumph or glee or cruelty. They just were bottomless.
 
   “You know,” Orion explained. The kid looked just as confused as Quark, “he liked to work overtime, and the garden is very hot. He lost track of time one day and fell unconscious… then died. Of dehydration, you see. He wasn’t a young man anymore, said my dad, that’s why it affected him more. He didn’t drink any nutritional juice because he didn’t like the taste. He wanted to wait until his watermelons were ripe.”
 
   “Oh god,” mumbled Lizzy.
 
   Quark had stopped listening. He looked at Old Sullivan, who towered over him, still with the blank look. Dehydrated, Orion had said. Just like him after his encounter with the monster last night.
 
   It seemed that Martian vampires had different feeding habits than those he knew from Earth. And this one had murdered Mr. Danglers. And everyone believed he was just some guy…
 
   “Some of us think it may have been a virus or bacteria,” said his dad, oblivious to his son realization. “Old Sullivan here knows his stuff, and worries about you three, hanging around in that garden, where you may get infected.”
 
   “That’s not true!” yelled Quark, appalled at the injustice. Couldn’t his dad see the Count was playing him? “He is evil dad, he killed Mr. Danglers himself!”
 
   “Quark, this is serious, you could ruin a good man’s reputation saying things like that. I’m sorry, Sullivan, he gets engrossed in his games sometimes. He is getting way too old for this…”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Old Sullivan, with a cool and icy voice that was different to the cavernous growl he had used last night, “I understand. Kids will be kids. I had some of my own, you know. A long time ago.”
 
   His dad nodded, seemingly sorry for the guy, and Quark realized he was thinking Sullivan had lost his own children during the war.
 
   “He lies in everything he says,” thought the kid, “and dad just believes him.”
 
   “Tell you what, I’ll get these two back to their parents, so you and your son can get some one-on-one time,” Old Sullivan told his dad.
 
   “No way!” Lizzy exclaimed, but Sullivan was already beside her, grabbing her gently by the arm, like a grandfather who has to reprimand his grandsons. The girl tried to shake him off for a bit, then went pale and just looked at him in fear. Was he speaking to her, threatening just like he had done with Quark?
 
   The kid walked towards the monster, but his dad grabbed Quark by the arm, and dragged him towards the decompression’s chambers, with strength that was beyond his eleven-year-old chances to resist. “C’mon kiddo, we are going to find your mom, and have a talk with her.”
 
   “I can’t leave them with him!” exclaimed Quark. His dad gave him a dangerous look, that said: You are in trouble now, keep it up and you’ll be in real trouble. It was like trying to out-push a wall, it was impossible. His dad started to drag him without any effort, and he could only see powerless the silhouette of lanky Old Sullivan at the side of his friend…
 
   “We’ll be fine, Quark!” Orion yelled behind him, trying to sound brave. Then father and son walked out of the building and got into the connecting passageways. Quark had never felt as alone as he did then.
 
    
 
   “Why won’t you listen to me?” Quark told his dad, while he and Quark’s mom exchanged looks of disapproval.
 
   “What you did back there was very rude, Quark. I know you are upset about Mr. Danglers, but this is no way of going about it. What is poor Mr. Sullivan going to think of you now?” said his mom.
 
   “He thinks of everyone as food; he murdered Mr. Danglers!” And he had left his friends with him. He stared flames at his dad. The man didn’t even understand what he had done!
 
   “That’s it, young man, you are grounded,” Dad exclaimed, and Quark knew there was no point trying to talk to them. They wouldn’t listen. It was parenting-time for them, that they were wrong was unthinkable.
 
   And the way Old Sullivan played with everyone’s mind… Now that he knew how the trick felt, Quark was certain he had never seen the man before yesterday, ever. He had simply arrived and wandered everywhere, reading people’s minds… And had started feeding! How long until he was hungry again? Years, days?
 
   “He has my friends”, Quark thought, desperate.
 
   “No more movies until next month, and no going out either. You will come back home straight from school; I will be right outside waiting for you. And no conference calls, either. Until you say you’re sorry for what you did to poor Old Sullivan!”
 
   Something nasty brewed inside Quark, and his eyes filled with tears of anger.
 
   “You’re the ones who are going to be sorry, for leaving my friends alone with that monster.”
 
   “Quark…” began his mom, she tried to hold him, but he shook her off.
 
   “No! Whatever happens is on you. I won’t let them alone to get… dehydrated by that thing!” He said, and before his parents could react he had turned around and ran off into the complex.
 
   “Quark! Stop right there…” they tried to follow him, but he was fast and agile, and they were two scientists in Martian gravity who weren’t all that strict with their muscle-exercises. He avoided repair-bots and made sharp turns into crowded hallways where he could move among technicians and chemists without stopping. He crawled into vents that he and his friends had used to play for years, and where he barely fit anymore, with his space-suit dragging him down.
 
   He managed to lose them by going around the complex in a circle, running on instinct, and he made it to Danglers’ garden before he even knew it, by taking the long road.
 
   He didn’t want to stop there, because his dad may come looking, but he needed to catch his breath and didn’t want to stand in plain view for long.
 
   “I didn’t see him in the Bureau office,” he thought, punching the code to open the door (which the Futurisians had stolen from some technician’s log account, in what seemed like another lifetime). “He could be anywhere by now. Even out of the Colony…”
 
   How could Quark find him? The plan failed before they even finished putting it in motion, Sullivan had captured two-thirds of the Futurisians and all it took had been to ask an adult to help him.
 
   “Even with the evidence, they would never have believed us. It’s not only his telepathy; it’s how they,” his parents, “didn’t even try to fight it. They just accepted it as the truth.”
 
   How was he supposed to oppose something like that?
 
   The door to the garden opened, startling him. He looked up and gasped when he saw Lizzy standing there. The girl looked pale as a ghost, she shook with fright and was munching a lock of her auburn hair as she did when she was nervous.
 
   “I thought I might find you here,” she said, in a whisper.
 
   “Lizzy!”
 
   He ran to her and hugged her. “Are you okay? What happened? I thought he had caught you,” he said, stepping back. She didn’t seem dehydrated, to him, but he wasn’t a doctor.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, taking a deep breath, gathering strength, “Orion saved me. Old Sullivan was dragging us outside; he said it was for a quick planetary walk. I thought he was going to throw us planet-side without helmets… But Orion, he pretended to trip, and Sullivan lost his balance… He could’ve gotten away, but instead nudged me free. He told me to run…”
 
   Quark thought of his friend standing his ground against a devil and a murderer. He was terrified, and yet, he had managed to fight back.
 
   “But Sullivan caught him, instead,” he completed Lizzy’s tale. What would the monster do to Orion now that he had opposed him? He shuddered at the idea. “We are getting him back, Lizzy.”
 
   She nodded and cleaned her tears with the gauntlets of her space-suit. “I know. That’s why I looked for you, he gave me this.”
 
   Out of the small compartment at the legs of the suits, she took a tablet. Quark knew what that meant immediately.
 
   “Orion’s tablet!”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, showing it to him. On the screen, they could see the view of the complex the cameras they had installed gave them. Quark even saw his parents looking for him near Xin’s office, which was not far from here. Old Sullivan and Orion, though, were nowhere in sight.
 
   “If Sullivan took him planet-side, they could be anywhere,” he said, thinking aloud. Lizzy agreed and pressed a button rendered on a corner of the small screen. It changed into a crude green map of the Colony, with red points at every corner where they had installed a camera.
 
   “I found it while looking for you,” she explained. “Every camera has a micro-GPS antenna installed on them. As long as they don’t get out of range…”
 
   She pressed a button and the view of the Colony changed into the Mars’ territory around it. Quark saw a bunch of red dots clustered near them and another bunch that was quickly gaining on the compound.
 
   “Orion, you are brilliant!” the kid whispered. Then he said to Lizzy: “How long is the range on these?”
 
   “Not far, I suppose,” she said, “the receiver is on the tablet, so if they get very far, we will lose them.”
 
   “Then there is no time to lose,” he said. They were moving quickly. He tried to check the view of the cameras on Orion, but they must be still in his pocket. He would refuse to risk revealing them to the vampire until he had no other choice, or they stopped.
 
   “We should get an adult to find him,” Lizzy said because she was still the conscience of the Futurisians, and a Martian must respect her job description even if it’s unappealing.
 
   “No way, Lizzy, you know what he can do to adult’s minds,” Quark said. “Somehow we can resist it, but they will simply believe he was right to carry Orion wherever he is taking him. We have to do this on our own.”
 
   “I figured,” she said, and she turned towards the door. “But they are moving fast, and I’m not good driving a buggy. And stealing one would be worse than stealing apples or skipping school…”
 
   “Oh,” Quark said, with a dangerous smile, “we’re not stealing a buggy.”
 
   “Well, that’s good to hear, but what—”
 
   “We’re stealing a Coaster. Come on, my parents are about to get here.”
 
    
 
   Using the cameras they had set-up, avoiding Quark’s parents was piecemeal. Quark and Lizzy ran into the decompression garage where the Coaster and dad’s buggy awaited.
 
   “There it is, c’mon!”
 
   He got to the vehicle, and even in the emergency, his eyes tingled with boyish greed. It was a flying bike, with jets instead of wheels and no Life Support. Well, they already had their spacesuits on. Using a Coaster could be extremely dangerous, even lethal. It was also great fun. He was sure his mom liked to be late just for a chance to ride on the Coaster without interruptions. Officially, it was an emergency transport, designed for safe, fast, movement during a sandstorm or for a quick exploration trip into difficult terrain that was too vertical or treacherous for the buggy to withstand.
 
   His mom treated it as a cool flying jet-bike, because, well, that’s what it was. Quark had never driven one, no matter how much he begged, and he had been dying to.
 
   “She will have to understand,” he thought, fidgeting with the controls, “it’s for a good cause.”
 
   “Are you sure you can drive this thing?” Lizzy asked him, eying the jets suspiciously.
 
   “Sure, I’ve seen lots of videos,” he replied, with confidence. He took out the polyplastic helmet out of his suits pocket. The polyplastic could be as flexible as a plastic bag while folded, but with a mere sonic signal from his suit, it expanded slowly and became a solid helmet. Quark put it on and Lizzy did the same with hers.
 
   “They are almost out of range, let’s go,” she urged him, staring at the screen.
 
   Quark mounted up and Lizzy seated behind him. He gave the all-clear to the chamber’s computer, and the Martian atmosphere filtered in for a moment before the door rolled up into the ceiling, and then Quark pressed the accelerator with all his might.
 
   The Coaster’s engine roared and streams of blue fire came from its jets, and they were in the air chasing after the monster that had kidnapped Orion.
 
    
 
   When Frank and Catherine Campbell realized that their son was away from the complex and had taken with him the Coaster into Mars planet-side, they panicked.
 
   “What is he thinking?” Catherine exclaimed.
 
   “I don’t know; this is nothing like him. I thought it was some game that got out of hand, or—” He didn’t finish the sentence.
 
   They arrived at the Bureau’s building and then into Bob Cunningham’s office. The man was working on a bunch of reports and looked like he hadn’t slept in a while.
 
   “Frank, Catherine?” He said, and then he saw the looks on their faces: “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Quark,” said Catherine, “he has stolen my Coaster, we think he is chasing Old Sullivan. He thinks the poor man is a monster or some-such. I’ve never seen him act like this before, I don’t know what came to him…”
 
   “Well, they must be somewhere near the complex,” Cunningham reasoned, trying to appease the scientist, “Let’s ask Mr. Porter, he has GPS tracking on all the vehicles in the Colony. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding, Catherine.”
 
   So he opened a channel to Security’s office, which was in a nearby building, connected to the Administration. Porter answered the call on the third ring and his face appeared floating atop Cunningham’s desk.
 
   “Hello, James,” said Cunningham, “we need your help for a situation here. Young Quark is missing, he has taken a Coaster and is searching for Old Sullivan around the complex, I think it’s a kid’s game. Mind looking for the Coaster assigned to Campbell family?”
 
   “Quark did that?” James Porter’s head mumbled, confused, and then angry, “that kid is getting reckless by the day, Campbell, I swear he is a bad influence on Orion. If you won’t reign him in, I’ll have to get my kid away from yours.”
 
   Frank looked indignant. He wanted to argue, but his wife put a warning hand on his arm and looked at Porter. “Please, James, hurry. The hydrogen tank is almost empty; I was going to refuel today.”
 
    With a sour glance, the security chief did as asked and fidgeted out of sight with his equipment back at his base. When he was back on view again, everyone could see he was pale. “He is not in the Colony anymore… I double-checked the signal, and it’s now almost fifty kilometers away. He may be heading for the mountains.”
 
   The Colony was built on a plain that extended several kilometers in every direction. ‘The mountains’ were giants of rock that extended length-wise for hundreds of kilometers and reached as high as twenty kilometers. They were giants in both Earth and Mars and it was a dangerous place that was only reachable by Coaster, and even then they had always performed remote experiments over there, using bots.
 
   What was Quark’s business in there?
 
   “The kid must’ve gone insane!” Porter was saying, while the Campbells imagined their only son alone in the top of a mountain, risking his life for some strange game. Except they didn’t think it was a game anymore.
 
   “Everyone, calm down, calm down,” Cunningham said, raising his hands, “I’m sure the kid isn’t in any danger, he is with Old Sullivan, right? The man has never given us any trouble in all these years, why start now? I think what happened was, he took him for a planet-side excursion a bit farther away than they expected, and simply forgot to report it. They will be back soon.”
 
   It’s not like they could ask Quark or Sullivan. They were too far away for the short-distance communication capabilities of the Colony, and no one had taken a radio.
 
   “I feel something isn’t right,” said Catherine, “this is not like him, Bob. Please, send someone to find him, before… something happens to him.”
 
   “I won’t panic over some misunderstanding, Catherine. How would it look if the Bureau’s leadership started sending rescue excursions to interrupt important work of the Colony? How would it look on our reports to Earth?”
 
   “Earth hasn’t answered our reports in a while, Bob,” Frank chided him. But Cunningham’s mind was made. He thanked James Porter for the help, asked him to keep everyone informed of any development and cut the line before Porter could get a word in.
 
   “I’ll see you guys later,” he added, then, and relaxed in his chair, “I suggest you enjoy the rest day, just like your son is doing so far.”
 
   “You don’t even know Old Sullivan!” Frank thought. He felt dizzy. He imagined going to the metal desk and banging Bob’s head against it. But his wife was already out of the room, so he gave the little portly man a dangerous glare and followed her.
 
   “What are you planning?” he told her. Catherine wasn’t one to give up without a fight.
 
   “Something is wrong with this,” she told him. Her hands were trembling, “I don’t think we are thinking straight. I know I remember Old Sullivan but I can’t imagine why. And Quark has never lied to us about stuff like this…”
 
   “Monsters don’t exist, Catherine—” started Frank, but she interrupted him:
 
   “And other things don’t? We are scientists, Frank, we have seen very strange things even before getting recruited for the Colony Project. Remember the telescope, back on Earth? The ruins we saw on the other side of Mars?”
 
   “Those were natural formations,” he said.
 
   “That’s what the government said. They also ordered us to choose this spot, far away from those formations, or ruins, or whatever you want to call them. I don’t know, Frank, but I know that our child is in danger and he knows something we don’t.”
 
   On that, he agreed with her.
 
   “So, what now? Cunningham won’t listen. He has shut his brain off.” Some part of him wanted him to do just the same, but the danger his son was in was keeping him aware much better than a dose of adrenaline could ever hope to.
 
   “We don’t need him. Let’s get Quark ourselves. That fat bureaucrat doesn’t get to decide this time.”
 
   In that moment, someone came running towards them on the passageway. It was James Porter, his overall covered in sweat. He had run all the way to them from Security.
 
   “My son is never far away from yours!” He explained, “I don’t know what’s the deal with that Sullivan fellow but I don’t see him appearing in any security footage before yesterday. You know, the day Mr. Danglers just fell over and died of dehydration…”
 
   “Oh, god, I hadn’t thought about that!” Frank exclaimed, and then, going visibly pale, added, “James, I’m so sorry! I wasn’t thinking straight, either. That Sullivan said he was bringing Orion to you and Lizzy to her mother’s—”
 
   “That’s why Quark is chasing after him!” Catherine realized, with horror. “He hasn’t enough fuel to come back!”
 
   “I’ll go get the buggy,” said Porter, “the three of them won’t fit inside just one Coaster with me, and perhaps they’ll need medical assistance. But meanwhile—”
 
   “I’ll get there on a Coaster,” Frank said, understanding the other man’s plan. “Catherine, go get Doctor Xin, tell her we are coming.”
 
   For one moment, Catherine seemed like she wanted to argue. She was the better pilot, after all, but Frank had a dangerous glint in his eyes: “There may be a fight when I reach that man Sullivan. I only know I don’t want him anywhere near the children.”
 
   “Just get to them,” his wife whispered. And turned to James, “I’m coming with you, then.”
 
   James nodded and then sent Frank the program that tracked Quark’s Coaster. “You’ll need this. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.” He left towards the airlocks, to grab his buggy.
 
   “We have no other Coaster, Frank,” his wife told him. She looked as scared as he felt. He kissed her once, briefly and then said:
 
   “Yes, but Cunningham has one, in the Bureau’s private hangar.”
 
   He was going to get his kid back.
 
    
 
   “Stop, you are about to get us killed!” Lizzy demanded, behind Quark. The mountaintop seemed so close that it was as if they could touch it. In reality, it was still hundreds of kilometers away from them, but it was high, and they were flying just as high and at full speed.
 
   Quark had chased the signal from Orion for hours. The Coaster dashing in the Martian landscape while he fought to keep the signal within the reach of the tablet Lizzy held in her right hand. He had lost the signal several times and several times had found it again, pulling the Coaster to its maximum speed with mad dives towards the ground.
 
   Finally, the Coaster was running out of power, just a couple kilometers away from the blinking dot on the map that was Orion. He had just stopped, which meant that either Sullivan had found the cameras and thrown them out, or he had finally stopped.
 
   “Go down, go down!” exclaimed Lizzy. The jets of the Coaster were already shutting down; they were on their last breaths. But Quark kept flying in a straight line. “We will crash!”
 
   “They are still too far away!” he yelled back. He lowered the engines to minimal power and the Coaster instantly fell from the sky like a rock. Lizzy let out a surprised scream and dug her fingers into his ribs. He turned the power up again and the Coaster regained altitude.
 
   “What are you doing?!” Lizzy yelled.
 
   “I want to glide there, make the energy last longer!” He yelled back.
 
   “Dear god! You have to point the nose down before lowering the power, then raise it and pull up!”
 
   Quark did as she told him. The Coaster glided painfully to the ground, threatening to plummet at almost every chance. But when the Coaster burned the final drenches of fuel, they were less than two meters from the ground. The vehicle slid on the rocky Martian soil until it halted after hitting a boulder. Quark fell to the ground in a heap and felt Lizzy falling nearby, over his legs.
 
   He lay there for a second, over the orange rocky soil. The suit absorbed the impact. Quark jumped up and checked the integrity of his polyplastic helmet. No cracks. He looked at Lizzy.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good,” she said, raising her thumb.
 
   “Where did you learn that trick? With the Coaster.”
 
   “I’m a Futurisian, silly. Now let’s get moving, it is dark already. It’s going to be harder finding them with only lantern-light.”
 
   “Yeah,” he told her and pointed towards a cave entrance a couple hundred meters from them, raising atop a steep rise surrounded by jagged stones and loose boulders. It was dark, darker than the darkness Quark saw when he closed his eyes. “I think we are going to need the lanterns anyways…”
 
    
 
   Frank Campbell soared at full speed upon the Martian night sky, so fast the wind pushing against him threatened to tear his grip from the Coaster. Yet he held on. He divided his attention on the signal from his son and on the road ahead, to make sure the map was in sync with him.
 
   He saw the signal from his son’s Coaster blink out after it stopped. He looked up and realized night was coming, and not even the powerful lenses of his vehicle might be enough to light the road ahead. He phoned his wife on the radio, while she was still in range.
 
   “I just lost Quark’s signal. He must’ve run out of power,” he explained, quickly, before the distance was too much. Already the response from Catherine came distanced and jumbled:
 
   “He won’t survive the night with only his suit…”
 
   “I know. I’m flying blind, then. Tell Porter to track my location.”
 
   He could see in her eyes the pain of a woman who knows she may be about to lose both husband and child.
 
   “You’ll never find him in the darkness…” Perhaps she was right. The mountain was so incredibly huge; it could be covered by hundreds of Colonies like theirs without trouble. And yet—
 
   “Yes, I will,” he said, and pressed on. He barely had time to mouth an ‘I love you’ to her before the connection broke.
 
   A lone Coaster soared through the Martian darkness, it’s lamp a single ray of light in the night sky.
 
    
 
   The cave rose and rose on the side of the mountain, a constant stair-like climb of the rocks’ natural formations. It was a large cave, that could fit easily three or more buggies side by side, and give them space to maneuver. It was dark, and dry, and treacherous. Quark and Lizzy’s flashlights, installed in their suit’s necks, barely managed to let them see enough forwards so they would not trip or slide on a patch of fine sand.
 
   Lizzy had lost Orion’s signal inside the cave when they came in deep enough into the mountain’s wall, but so far they had not come across any forks in their straight road ahead.
 
   “These mountains used to be volcanoes, right?” asked Quark, looking around.
 
   “Yes, I don’t think they are active anymore,” answered Lizzy, who wasn’t sure at all about that, “why do you ask?”
 
   “This cave doesn’t seem volcano-y at all,” Quark told her. He had learned a bit from watching his mother’s work, and the walls of the cave around them and the floor felt somehow wrong to him. Too jagged, and sandy. And the more they went upwards, the more it felt as they were inside a long, carved path into the mountain.
 
   “He said he had slept for a long time,” thought Quark, remembering the dark eyes that managed to be blacker than the darkness of his room after the lights were turned off. He began to suspect just how big that time-frame was.
 
   “Look, up there,” said Lizzy. Her lantern pointed up and showed them a straight wall at the end of the cave. There was an artificial doorstep there, and beyond it, darkness so dense the lantern could not penetrate it yet, so it looked like the open mouth of a giant monster.
 
   Quark shivered, and tried to act brave, “Orion is in there,” he thought. “We are his only hope, there is no way I’m leaving him with Sullivan.”
 
   “Ready?” he asked Lizzy, and she nodded. The entryway was close now. Quark checked his air reserves. The energy of the flashlight was a minor drain on the portable atomic batteries, and the air recycler in his back could sustain him for days. Just not enough to go back to the Colony while walking. But he would deal with that later.
 
   They crossed the threshold and arrived at a chamber so big the flashlights couldn’t reach its walls or roof. The floor was polished Martian rock, which shone with red, green and purple veins when hit by the flashlight beams like multi-colored worms swimming in the stone.
 
   Steeling himself, Quark delved into the chamber, with Lizzy at his side. The girl was silent, alert like a cat, ready to react if something jumped at them from the dark.
 
   They would never find Orion, wandering in the dark like this they would only get lost. So Quark took a risk, and called out: “Orion? Orion, are you there?”
 
   “Sullivan will find us!” Lizzy chided him, with a whisper.
 
   “I don’t think the dark bothers him, Liz.”
 
   Nothing answered. The void carried his voice away, echoing across the invisible walls. Then Quark heard a muffled cry. “Orion!”
 
   He didn’t dare run towards the noise. The ground could give way to a hole or a trap and he would never see it in time. Instead, he checked his suits settings, overrode their safety and increased the power output the batteries fed towards the flashlight in the side of his chest. The light got stronger instantly, more and more, while Quark kept raising its energy pool.
 
   “You’ll run out of power for air!” Lizzy warned him. Quark nodded and stopped just a tad before the meter reached 100%. He had now ten minutes of air, but he could cut the feed before that, and gain back most of it.
 
   Now they could see. The beam of light revealed walls of the same polished Martian mineral, carved with drawings. Small, vaguely human-looking beings worshiping strange, amorphous beings atop a mountain. It was a strange mix of Mayan tomb and Egyptian pyramid and somehow managed to be older than the two put together.
 
   There were many passageways deeper into the Tomb if that’s what this was, and Quark had the suspicion the chamber was just the beginning of it. Were they at the threshold of a mansion? A city?
 
   He pointed the beam straight ahead and he saw a stone throne carved right out of the floor with rigid lines, raised atop a block with carved steps. And at the end of those steps, crumpled on the floor…
 
   “Orion!” Lizzy and Quark exclaimed. They ran to his friend, covering at full speed the hundred meters that separated them from him.
 
   “Is he alive? He has to be alive,” Quark muttered when they reached him. Panting, they turned him on his back. He had his helmet put on, so he must’ve been able to breathe during the trip. He had his eyes closed and his lips were blue and cracked. He moaned deeply. “He fed on him,” Quark realized.
 
   Orion opened his eyes, which were bloodshot. “Water,” he groaned, with a jagged edge to his voice, “oh, I’m so thirsty…”
 
   Then he swallowed, with a pained expression, like he had glass in his mouth, then added: “He wanted you to follow us. Get us alone…”
 
   “How did he get you here? A Coaster?” Lizzy asked him. They needed one with fuel if they wanted to leave the mountain range, and get back to the Colony.
 
   “He flew… he carried me and flew by himself. Like a vampire—” Orion coughed.
 
   Lizzy patted her suit’s pocket, but they hadn’t brought water bottles with them. She said to Quark: “We need to get him out of here, quick. He won’t last long by himself.”
 
   The kid’s weight was too much for one of them to carry with the suit on, so they placed his arms on their shoulders and got him up on his feet, barely. Orion weakly helped them, trying to walk on his own as much as he could.
 
   “I’m reducing my power drain now,” said Quark, and fidgeted again with his suit’s settings until the flashlight dimmed until it was half its previous strength. That would give them enough light to get out of there and gave Quark a couple of hours of air, too.
 
   Together, they turned around and confronted the darkness that threatened to envelop them. For one terrible moment, Quark realized that he wasn’t sure where the exit was. In the dark, they could easily get lost, walk in circles, fall into a chasm… He began to panic.
 
   “Lizzy, I don’t think we can find the entrance like this,” he told his friend.
 
   “I can power up my flashlight too. I’ll have a go when we are close enough to a wall,” she offered, “later we can share the energy supply between us, until… well, until help arrives.”
 
   Quark nodded, grimly, and did the math on his head. There was no way the three of them would survive the Martian night with the Life support systems of their suits working at full power to deflect the brutal cold. But staying in the lair of the Count wasn’t an option.
 
   They took one step towards the exit, and then Old Sullivan dropped from the dark above their heads, and fell with grace in front of them, not even bending his knees. The kids screamed.
 
   “I always enjoy when my food is polite enough to come into my home, and present itself on my platter,” he said, jovially, with the same kind voice he had used with Quark’s dad. Except that those eyes weren’t kind at all, and even when Quark pointed his flashlight at his face, his eyes remained in shadows. “That’s the natural order, after all, the weak presenting their water as tribute for the strong.”
 
   “Stay away from us, you monster,” growled Lizzy.
 
   Old Sullivan took one step towards them, making them pull back. Quark almost tripped. They couldn’t outrun him, not while carrying Orion. And the man could fly, so fast…
 
   “You will never get away with this,” Quark told the monster. “The Colony knows we are missing; they will come looking for us anytime now. They will find this lair.”
 
   “Oh, let them come. They will find this temple, with its unending passageways, and will search, and search, and search. They will realize brave good Sullivan followed you three when you got lost in the cave, tried to get to you before you ran out of air. They will give me a medal,” the man said, “the tragedy will be that I didn’t reach you fast enough. Poor little larvae, all alone in here, wandering in the dark.”
 
   A shiver ran through Quark’s back.
 
   “They will never believe you!” yelled Lizzy, “you are not even wearing a space-suit!”
 
   Old Sullivan smiled without mirth, “they will believe whatever I want them to believe, dear Elizabeth. I don’t know why you humid-men larvae are so resistant to my cloak, but your adults do not enjoy such privilege. And not even that will help you out here, with me, will it?”
 
   “That’s why you brought us here,” Quark realized, “you wanted no one to see through your disguise.”
 
   Sad thing is, the deal I offered you was real, yet the three of you refused. You could’ve lived a long life, as leaders of your people, if only you had bent the knee to me. No matter, others will come, they will learn to serve. But now, oh, now I’m thirsty, and you are in my way,” he said, and Quark could hear ravenous thirst and longing behind the calm appearance of the monster wearing human likeness.
 
   Orion shook weakly in Lizzy and Quark’s arms.
 
   “Why?” he whispered with a dry throat. “Why do this…?”
 
   “Why does the lion on earth hunts and eat the antelope? He is hungry,” Sullivan laughed. “And you are so… fulfilling! This planet was so full of life once, and it was delicious. And look at it now, a barren wasteland, our temples reduced to dust, long before you left your own caves.
 
   Even while hibernating, I could feel the thirst, day after day after day... And now here you are, cattle by the hundreds, warm bags of water and nutrients. I will be so fat, so strong! I may as well have some heirs again, a strong bloodline just like the old times.  Have a couple hundred of my own…”
 
   Quark imagined the slim, pale man, wandering around the Colony with his hat and his moth-eaten suit. Feeding… He got a brief image of Sullivan going near his parents, into their room with the same ease he had into Quark’s. The ink-like mist pouring into the room, flowing in black tendrils closer to his parents’ bed…
 
   The kid jumped towards Old Sullivan and kicked at him with all his strength, putting the weight of the suit towards the sole of his metal-tipped boot... The kick came straight where Sullivan’s knee was, but it then struck only air. Quark yelled in surprise and lost his balance, and fell and rolled on the hard floor, while the monster laughed in front of him.
 
   Then an invisible pressure hit Quark’s mind like a jackhammer, just as he tried to get up. Somewhere near, Lizzy screamed, but the kid had closed his eyes. It was like someone squeezed his brain, and yanked it, trying to break it out of his skull.
 
   He was still on Danglers’ garden, hanging out with his friends Orion and Lizzy and good Old Sullivan, planning the new adventure of the Futurisians. They would launch their own scientific expedition, take soil samples from the mountain range. It was going to be so much fun… But why did he have his helmet on? He looked ridiculous, he should take it off, he looked just like Orion when his dad forced him to wear his inside the Colony.
 
   Quark pressed his hands around his helmet, clenching his teeth in flashes of pain.
 
   It would be so easy to give in… With his eyes closed, he could almost see the garden, and breathe the distinct medical smell of the Life Support air of the Administrative complex. So he opened his eyes and saw Sullivan looking at him with a blank expression, like a hungry carrion-bird waiting for its food. And beside him, Lizzy was barely able to stand up, holding to Orion tightly as if a current had them trapped, and it was close to carrying them away.
 
   They were waving at him, at the garden, playing with the tomatoes and asking him why he still had his helmet on. His fingers reached for the unlocking mechanism... He saw the hands of his friends start to do the same, and someplace far away, he heard a dark, lustful laugh, dry like the desert.
 
   No, Quark was in a vampire’s lair, and everyone he loved was in danger.
 
   He forced himself to pry his hands away from his helmet. Orion was too weak to try anything with his own, but Lizzy’s fingers were playing with the latch… He tried to reach her and push her hands away, but he could not move at all. He tried to reach her anyways, called to her inside his head, and reached to her with all his strength.
 
   Instead of her hands, he felt her then, in the middle of the storm that besieged their minds; she was a warm presence inside the blackness that was Old Sullivan. Lizzy reacted to him, sensing him too. They gained strength from each other’s presence and Quark could feel the pressure in his head fade slightly away.
 
   “So the larvae can fight?” asked Sullivan’s voice, in that faraway void where it hid. It attacked them once again, with more strength, as if its own mind were a sledgehammer and it was trying to crush the kids’ heads.
 
   “Surrender to me,” it seemed to say, as it attacked again and again. “Surrender and the pain will stop.”
 
   Quark screamed. It felt as if his skull were tearing apart. He saw stars and felt his breath escape him. Something cruel and old told him that resisting would only make it more painful, giving in would cease all pain… Quark knew this to be true.
 
   Instinctively, he reached blindly in the same way he had found Lizzy’s brightness. Instead, he found Orion. The kid was weak, almost unconscious, but he managed to hold on. Quark could sense him bolstering Lizzy’s own resistance, and then, the three Futurisians resisted together. The onslaught stopped to a crawl.
 
   Quark opened his eyes. He was face to face with Old Sullivan, who had his expression twisted in a hateful grin. The mask-face was contorted, and Quark could see something leathery and oily behind…
 
   “I have stood as a god among mortals, little larva. I am a Count of the Old People, better beings than you have hailed me as royalty, and they will do so again. This game tires me. You. Will. Surrender…”
 
   Again came blows as strong as a hammer upon Quark’s head. The kid screamed again and tried to strike at Sullivan, but his fists only hit the air. He could feel the Futurisians’ connection bend and twist over the assault, trying to hold itself together. Lizzy was screaming, too, somewhere. And Orion’s link weakened with every second. It would break at any moment, and then the three would fall.
 
   And yet…
 
   “If he is as strong as he says, why can’t he just kill us already?” some defiant part of Quark told him amid the pain and the super-human effort of will to resist Sullivan’s influence. Instead, the Count had wandered for a day inside the Colony. Hiding in plain sight using that telepathy of his, and had chosen to feed on and kill Mr. Danglers, an old man who lived alone.
 
   And then he had to lure three children far away from the rest of the Colony when they had resisted the illusion he had cast. And now he was having trouble surpassing those three kids, who were holding him back so far…
 
   “You are not a predator, you are a coward,” Quark muttered with his jaw clenched shut.
 
   Something, someone out there was looking for him, and he could feel it… In desperation, he reached out into the Martian night. And there he found a warm presence, far into the sky, flying straight at him, as if he were homing into a beacon right on top of Quark’s head. The kid’s fears disappeared, and he could feel Sullivan drawing back, its mind-tendrils retreating……
 
   Old Sullivan roared, and stepped back, his face contorted into a snarl.
 
   “You are just a bully, aren’t you?” said Quark. “I bet you got so weak, hiding here in the dark for so long. I bet you are not as strong as you want us to believe.”
 
   And then, instead of merely holding back the vampire’s mind, he pushed against it, tearing with all the strength of the four of them into Sullivan’s own.
 
   The man screamed, and raised his arms upwards as if in prayer. Quark could feel him trying to force itself back on the attack, but he pushed again, with all his strength. Besides him, other three minds pushed with him. They overwhelmed it.
 
   Sullivan fell on his knees, and then its skin melted, his suit evaporated slowly. The thing screamed without making any noise, a scream inside Quark’s mind. And then the veil tore apart.
 
   It was as if Sullivan had disappeared into a black smoke cloud, absorbed into thin air almost instantly, leaving behind the true form of the vampire.
 
   Quark could see now there had never been any man or any disguise. What floated stunned a few feet above the floor was more like a sheet of oily black silk, vaguely resembling a shark skin with long, frail tendrils that scrambled furiously in the air. It floated as if it swam in the Martian sky, like a bizarre jellyfish. It had no eyes, but Quark could glimpse a reddish underside, filled with rows of suction cups. He also caught a glimpse of a beak at its center, from which it spat weak jets of ink-like mist, like an octopus. The mist tried to coalesce around him, as if it was alive, to reform the vampire’s cloak; but it was too little, too weak, and it scattered in the Martian atmosphere.
 
   That was the true Martian Count. It screeched pathetically from its beak, like a scared baby. It was upsetting and sad at the same time.
 
   Quark was alone in his own head, which still pulsed weakly, remembering the pain it had endured. With the monster’s connection broken, the others’ presence faded too.
 
   “You were never even real,” said Quark, with contempt. His flashlight beam hit it directly, and the thing sizzled. It screamed in a high, piercing shriek and it swam through the air for the relief of the dark in a blur of speed, so fast Quark had lost it in a mere instant.
 
   He looked around with his flashlight, trying to catch it again, to make sure it was not coming back, but the beam only found darkness.
 
   The kid turned to his friends. Lizzy looked as ashen and as shaken as he did, but the girl stood up without flinching, holding her head with one hand. “We have to get out of here, Quark.”
 
   Orion was not moving, and for a terrible second, Quark thought the kid wasn’t breathing. But then Orion opened his eyes and reached for Lizzy, who helped him stand up.
 
   “What… happened? For a second, I thought we were in Quark’s house, playing with his parent’s machines. I wanted so hard to take my helmet off… But you guys wouldn’t let me.”
 
   “I think we beat him, all of us,” said Lizzy, out of breath. Quark joined her and got Orion by his other arm and together they limped slowly towards the exit. “At the end, he transformed into this… this Martian bat and flew away. Quark’s flashlight hurt him.”
 
   The girl pointed her own beam at every wall and the ceiling, just in case, with every few steps.
 
   “It looked more like a fish-thing to me,” Quark added, “I don’t think it was ever a man, perhaps not even intelligent. I think it was that ink… I saw it in my dream, too, and I think that’s how it… hunts. Builds itself a cloud around its body and uses it to trick us into believing it’s like us.”
 
   “Like camouflage,” said Lizzy, dubiously, “I don’t know, Quark, he seemed quite smart to me. He said his kind had been on Earth, too.”
 
   “I don’t know. I bet it can fly in space, as long as it’s well fed. But the same… cloak it used to reach into our minds we could use to reach his. And he was very weak. He had fed only a couple of times after being asleep for so long, see? That’s how we broke him. He tried to break our minds, and instead we broke his. We overloaded it.”
 
   “You are saying the ink was his brain?” Lizzy asked, and Quark could feel her shiver next to him. “That’s disgusting.”
 
   “Back there,” Orion mumbled, “we had help. I could feel someone else. I… I think it was your dad, Quark.”
 
   The kid nodded. And wondered. If the ink was the conductor, how had his dad been able to reach him? He had felt him so far away… But that hadn’t stopped Frank Campbell, even if it was impossible.
 
   “Yeah. I know.”
 
    
 
   After they got out of the chamber, the hardest part was the path towards the cave’s entrance. They tried to walk down without stumbling and falling. The three kids felt more tired than ever in their life, and the sand and the loose Martian pebbles threatened to make them slip at every step. And yet, they helped each other keep a stable footing, and slowly made their way down.
 
   The Martian night had progressed beyond darkness now. It was riddled with stars and the light of the two moons. To Quark, who had never known another night-sky, it still managed to look like the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. And in the middle of it all, he could see the light-beam of a Coaster approaching at full speed towards them. Quark knew it was his father.
 
   The Futurisians walked towards it, waving, even when there was no doubt he had seen them. Quark felt a wave of relief wash over him. They were safe. His father was coming to get them, and he brought help. They had survived the lair of the vampire.
 
   Then something fast and slick hit him hard against his back and Quark fell to the floor, stunned. He felt a sharp pang of pain in his knee when he hit a rock with it, and his head banged against the side of the polyplastic helmet.
 
   “He came back!” Lizzy exclaimed.
 
   This time, Quark was ready. He would never let that thing scare him anymore. Instead, he was angry. He rolled on the floor until he was on his back. The Count was trying to envelop itself against Quark’s helmet. The kid remembered how fast it had carried Orion to its lair. How fast it could move. Perhaps it was strong enough to break the polyplastic, with those tendrils of it.
 
   So he grabbed at it and caught a fistful of its leathery skin at a corner, near its tendrils, and yanked the monster down to the floor.
 
   The thing screeched its baboon-cry with fury and tried to wiggle itself out of Quark’s hold. The kid put all his weight over it, and it pulled and pulled. It gaining on him, slipping away with a mad fury… Then Lizzy fell over it and grabbed at it just like Quark, and together the two Futurisians wrestled it to the ground, where it could not fly or get away, using their weight against it.
 
   “You dumb thing! You could have survived!” Quark spat at it. The Count screeched again, but this time with mindless panic, and wriggled with all its strength, shaking the kids around like they were riding a furious bull.
 
   Its tentacles enveloped Quark’s helmet and tried to push it towards the sharp beak, that opened and closed desperately while it spat its ink like black foam. Quark tried to push it away, but the suction cups that covered the tentacles held to the polyplastic. The boy roared, and smashed his fist against the oily skin of the octopus-like thing, again and again. The beak scratched against the helmet, leaving thin, long lines on its surface. It was going to pierce it…
 
   Then the full-powered beam of a flashlight shone on him almost point-blank. Quark closed his eyes, stunned for a moment, and he could hear the Count screech in agony, and sizzle… Its leathery skin scorched and shriveled and covered in yellow ulcers and red meaty cracks. It fell to the floor and thrashed for a moment, weaker every time, until it was silent and unmoving. The beam held on even then, burning and burning.
 
   Quark blinked furiously until he stopped seeing dancing stars and caught sight of Orion’s silhouette laying on the floor, still aiming his flashlight at a charred bunch of meat at Quark and Lizzy's feet.
 
   “Orion, you saved us!” Lizzy said.
 
   “Yeah, I totally did, right?” The kid said. “It wasn’t so scary after all, without his cloak.” And then he fell unconscious.
 
    
 
   The Coaster arrived just a minute later, its jets roaring blue flame behind it, and it landed gracefully a couple meters away. Quark’s dad dismounted and rushed over to the kids.
 
   “Quark!” He exclaimed, with preoccupation marked on his face underneath his polyplastic helmet, “I saw it all, by Christ. Is that…… was that Old Sullivan?”
 
   “What’s left of him,” Quark muttered. “Dad… Orion isn’t moving—”
 
   The man went to check the boy’s vitals, downloading them straight to his tablet. For a moment, Quark tried to read his father’s serious expression, fearing the worst. Then the man said:
 
   “He is dehydrated. He’s going to need medical attention, but I think he will be alright. He’s just sleeping. Don’t worry, his dad is coming to get us. Mom’s with him, too.”
 
   Quark let out a breath of relief and finally relaxed. It felt good to let the adults handle matters for a change. His dad checked his and Lizzy’s vitals and asked them a lot of questions. He took a lot of pictures and samples of the dead, charred animal that had confounded the minds of almost the entire colony. It didn’t look as scary, crumpled in the Martian soil, it looked like old roadkill, small and disgusting.
 
   Quark said nothing. He glanced the Martian moons. He felt very tired, and very old, which was a new feeling for a boy of eleven. He felt a weird melancholy as if he had lost something valuable during the face to face with Old Sullivan. He didn’t know what it was, but he would have years to learn its name, and maybe try and find it again.
 
   When Orion’s dad arrived in the buggy and everyone was on their way back to the Colony, Lizzy was already asleep too, and Quark felt he would join his friends soon.
 
   He suspected the Futurisians had earned a rest from adventuring for a while. Perhaps even a whole week. But they had the job cut out for them for years to come, he thought, looking over the window.
 
   He could see the landscape of Mars, lit up by Phobos and Deimos, littered with mountains –some of them as big as some countries back on Earth. He remembered the words of the monster: “A long time ago it was easy to swim over the vastness of the True Night, you see. Some of my kin liked to visit your world, even some of my own children. I preferred the cold planets, farther away…”
 
   There were many, many mountains in the Martian landscape, and Quark felt the dead planet was merely sleeping. And with the Colony bringing new life to the barren wasteland, maybe the sleeping may stir again…
 
   Quark was a Martian, too. This planet was his home, with all its secrets and all its dangers. And if more Counts rose from their slumber, out of their tombs demanding worship and water with their mist-like cloaks, they would find that Mars had new owners. Ready to fight back.
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