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CHAPTER ONE 

A Light in the Void
A terror lurked under the mountain, a creature of tentacles and wrath. He desired the souls of little girls, and tonight Mia would sate his appetite.
"I must be brave, I must be brave," she mumbled to herself like a chant. "I must be brave."
She had been locked in this cell for days. Maybe weeks. Purifying herself. Awaiting her great sacrifice. Time flowed strangely here. There was no window. No light. Nothing but stone. A little cube carved out from the rock, three steps across, that was all, and the ceiling was so low Mia could reach up and feel the mold. A tomb. Every once in a while, a hatch clanked open near the floor. Dim light glowed. Somebody slid in a bowl of porridge, a cup of tea, and a fresh chamber pot. Mia never saw their faces, only hands gloved in white. And then the hatch would close. The light would die.
Did they come once a day? Twice? Three times? She didn't know. The food was always the same. A bowl of gruel. The tea was bitter and lukewarm. But they told Mia that beyond the void, she would feed on honeydew and the nectar of the gods. That she would praise the voidminds with the other honorable girls. That with her purity, she would bring another year of peace to Hypnos. Another year of harvest that did not mutate, clean water that did not burn the gut, and no radiation from the sky.
"It's an honor," her mother had told her. "Our family is truly blessed."
Yet as the voidgazers had led Mia to this cell, Mother had cried.
Mia was only nine years old, but she understood many things. She was good at slinking through shadows, hiding in corners, and eavesdropping. The adults joked that she had antennae on her head, that she picked up everything. She heard that Mother was dying the slow death of the sun. The same radiation had killed Father last year. The poison came from the sky, mutated crops, and changed those who played outside the domes. Mia remembered how Father had wilted, shrinking until he was skin and bones, and as his body withered, the cancer inside him grew. A cancer was a creature from the sun. An alien that infected your body and spread out tentacles. It drank the poison in the rain, and it ate your flesh.
The wise ones often chose orphans for the sacrifice. Why sacrifice a girl who had parents to love her? The creature under the mountain demanded a little girl, but he didn't care which little girl. So long as she was young. So long as she could worship him, travel with him to a land of honeydew and nectar. A land where the sun did not burn, where no cancer grew, where she could praise him under the blue sky. When Mia learned her mother was dying, she had known what that meant.
She was alone. She was loved by none. She was a sacrifice. Honored. Blessed. So why was she now crying?
A key rattled in the door. Mia pushed her empty dishes and full chamber pot toward the hatch, waiting for them to be replaced. But this time it wasn't the little hatch that opened. It was the entire stone door.
Light flooded the cell. Mia squinted and covered her eyes. It burned.
Fabric rustled. The scent of rose petals wafted into the cell, mingling with the stench of the chamber pot. A masculine voice spoke, as deep as this pit, as soft and soothing as velvet.
"It's been sixteen days, little one. Like the sixteen arms of Mezmeron. Have you been praying to our lord?"
Mia blinked in the light. A gangly man stood in the doorway, hooded and robed in black velvet. A bronze talisman hung from his steel necklace. The amulet was shaped like tentacles gripping a planet, an eye in its center. She recognized that symbol. A Planetary Embrace. And she recognized the man who wore it. Erafel. Worshipper of the Light in the Void.
"Mia." His voice remained soft. "Did your tongue wilt?"
"I prayed," she whispered. "I prayed so hard."
Erafel knelt before her and pulled back his hood, revealing a face so gaunt it was downright cadaverous. The cheekbones shoved against the skin, and the eyes peered from shadowy sockets. Old radiation scars ran down his left cheek. He had no eyebrows, no eyelashes. The sun had burned them away. But he still had long, gray hair that hung from his scalp like molted snakeskin. A powerful voidgazer, he spent too much time staring into the void, and that changed a man. He reached out a pale hand tipped with fingers that were too long. They had more joints and bones than fingers should, and their nails were sharp. Nails like claws. Each of those knobby fingers was the length of Mia's entire arm. They reminded her of spider legs. The terrible digits caressed her hair.
"Call me Father," he said. "You're a holy one now. You may address me as a voidgazer does."
She trembled under his touch. His fingertips were searing hot. Or were they icy cold? Mia could not tell. His nails scraped across her skin, raising steam. Or was it frost? Extreme heat and cold felt the same, and so did her terror and worship.
"Yes, Father," she whispered. "I prayed and I'm pure."
Fool! she told herself. Why did you say that?
She should say the opposite! Say she had not prayed. That she was not pure. Maybe they would let her go. Maybe they would find another orphan. Another unwanted girl to feed to the beast, one more pious than little Mia, the tinsmith's daughter. Why should it be her?
But where would she go? An impure girl. An orphan. Scars on her arms. She was already infected with sunlight. Already tainted, already changing. They would send her into the dark mines to toil for uranium, or worse—banish her into the sunlit wilderness outside the domes. She had seen what happened to those exiled. Seen the creatures they became, crawling in the dirt, pawing at the domes, begging with toothless mouths for scraps. Sometimes they ate one another. Sometimes they ate themselves.
"I must be brave," she whispered her chant. "I must be brave, I must be brave."
She thought of the realm beyond the void. A realm of honeydew and nectar and sunlight that did not burn. Her scars would heal and nothing would hurt, and at night stars would fill the sky.
Erafel took her hand in his. His strange four-jointed fingers coiled around her hand like serpents, trapping her. He led her down a stone corridor. The cell had been dark, but the corridor was bright and blinding.
Her purification was not complete. A staircase took them deep under the temple to a small white chamber. A pool of black water, not much larger than a bathtub, took up most of the floor space. A kosab—a pool for ritualistic purification, its water taken from the deepest underground wells. Erafel left Mia there in the care of nuns. The women, robed and masked, bathed Mia, scrubbing her until she was raw and red. When she was clean, they soothed her skin with herbs, and they anointed her with rose-petal oil.
"You are holy," they whispered, crimson tears in their eyes.
The nuns draped her with the finest robes of blood-red silk, painted her lips with crushed berries, and adorned her with precious metals and rubies. All the while, the nuns chanted and prayed, and the light reflected in their amulets.
Mia chanted with them. "Praise Mezmeron, who came from the void. Praise Ninazu who still tarries. Praise Ereshkigal in the center of creation. Praise the Light in the Void."
Over and over, they repeated those words. The words of the gods. Of the beings who came from beyond. Soon Mia would join them in their realm.
Finally she was purified, robed, perfumed, and ready for her journey. Erafel had waited outside the kosab chamber. Now he led Mia down a wider hall, swinging a bronze censer shaped like a squid. Mia's father had forged it before his death. He used to make such beautiful things. She followed Erafel, intoxicated by the scent of smoke, and the nuns walked at her sides, hands pressed together in silent prayer. They approached a heavy stone door, and for a moment, Mia thought they would lead her into another cell. That she was still impure. That she required another sixteen days in the darkness. But when Erafel opened the door, he revealed the sky.
The sun crackled, white and swirling like a cauldron of molten metal. Nemesis was a small sun. They said she was smaller than the sun back at Earth. But Mia had never been to Earth. All she knew was this cruel white light that burned her. This sun was small but too close, too bright, too vengeful. Even the dome around the colony did not always protect one from the curse of Nemesis. Planet Hypnos suffered punishing daylight to view the darkest of nights.
Erafel led her onto a balcony drenched in light. Mia's legs trembled, but she followed him bravely. She would be brave. She had promised. From up here, she could see most of the colony. A few streets of basalt cobblestones. Apartment blocks. The school and fire station. Several thousand lived here, and not all of them voidgazers. Some came here to worship but others merely to escape, hiding from Earth, hiding from their past, hiding from themselves in the blinding light and impossible darkness. Mia's parents had claimed this was a utopia. That the work they did here would bring about the Final Blessing. But to Mia, Hypnos was simply home, the only world she had ever known.
A crowd had gathered. It seemed the entire colony had come. They stared up at the balcony, silent. Not a cough, not even a murmur sounded. Even the strange birds who lived within the dome, naked things with black skin and faces that seemed oddly human, silenced their relentless caws. Uranium miners stared with jaundiced eyes, their skin charred. A woman shed a red tear. Children gazed with wide eyes, clutching the hands of their mothers. Mia knew those children. She knew them all. Her friends. Now they only stared at her as if staring at a wretched one. Were they jealous? Mother had said they would be. Mia looked across the crowd, seeking Mother, but she was not there. She was still bedridden most likely. Still sick from the sun. Maybe dead already.
Mia gazed at that sun. Nemesis crackled above the horizon like a blazing eye, staring like everyone else. Mia squinted, trying to see past the sunlight to the desert, the cursed lands beyond the domes. She wondered if the wretched ones crawled there. She wondered if her mother had been banished among them.
Erafel spoke to the crowd, his voice sudden and startling and shockingly loud.
"People of Hypnos! It is the summer solstice. For the past year, Mezmeron had blessed us. Our crops have grown strong. Fifteen of our babies were born with no deformities. Three acolytes spoke their vows, donned their robes, and became sworn voidgazers. Mezmeron has blessed us for our worship. And the time draws near when Ninazu will rise. The day will come, my children, when Mezmeron will call forth his father. And we will be the first to feel his blessings. Hail the Void!"
"Hail the Void, hail the Void!" the crowd chanted.
"A year ago," Erafel continued, "we sent a girl to Mezmeron so that she might teach him our ways. Now our lord demands a new sacrifice. We will gift him a daughter of Eve, and in return, he will bless us for another year."
A child in the crowd suddenly broke free from his mother. The boy ran closer to the balcony. Mia recognized him. Berl, the son of a blind seamstress. A friend. Perhaps her only friend.
"How many more years of this?" the boy demanded. "My cousin was chosen two years ago. And still Ninazu has not come!"
The crowd muttered. The boy's blind mother cuffed him. Whispers of "blasphemy!" sounded through the crowd.
Erafel raised his hands in a placating gesture, though with the length of his fingers, it was hardly soothing.
"Do not punish the boy! From the mouths of children come the purest questions." Erafel looked down from the balcony at the boy. "We cannot know the mind of Mezmeron. We don't know why he waits to summon his father. Only when he deems us worthy will he call forth the Prince of the Void. Until then, we must serve and worship. Every child we give brings us closer to the Day of Blessing." He raised his hands higher, and ardor filled his eyes. "Let the procession begin!"
* * * * *
They took Mia down to the courtyard and placed her upon a palanquin. Four burly voidgazers, robed and hooded in black, lifted the corners of the palanquin and carried her through the crowd. People stepped forward, showering Mia with gifts. They gave her strings of emeralds and diamonds. They placed blessed herbs between her feet. One woman gifted her goldfish with real golden scales and diamonds for eyes. The little jewels moved their platinum tails and chinked. Soon the palanquin was heavy with treasures, and gems and precious metals shone across Mia. A hundred bracelets, rings, and necklaces adorned her like a cocoon, and she imagined that she shone as brightly as the sun.
The voidgazers carried her through the colony until they reached the doorway in the dome. There they must wait. The sun still shone, bathing the land outside with radiation. The dome was transparent, letting in visible light but blocking the cancerous demons who rode the sunbeams. The procession did not wait long. Sunsets were quick on Hypnos, and as Mia watched from her palanquin, Nemesis sank below the hills, gilding their crests, until even that glow faded and darkness cloaked the land.
Night had fallen, and they gazed into the void.
Hypnos was not like Earth. Was not like any other planet. Mia had seen paintings and photos of Earth's night sky. She had admired a darkness strewn with countless stars. But there were no stars in Hypnos's night. Their only star lurked below the mountains now. The night was black and bare, for Hypnos floated on the very edge of the galaxy. Their sun was the last among a hundred billion. The rest of the galaxy swirled behind them. Ahead lay only the emptiness.
There were other galaxies out there. In an hour, Andromeda would rise from behind the mountains, a single, dim light in the sky. The other galaxies were too far to see with the naked eye. The scientists said that billions of galaxies filled the universe, but they were lying. Looking from here, Mia could see none. Just blackness. Just a void.
But the void stared back. For the void was not empty. Intelligent beings lurked in that darkness, and the people of Hypnos gazed upon them and worshipped their power. Some called them voidminds. Others called them the Old Ones. Little was known about them. Mankind had only ever met one. But soon the rest would come. Soon the blessings would spill forth and lights would fill the night sky.
With the sun gone, they opened the door in the dome, and the procession continued into the wilderness. Mia sat on her palanquin, her jewels chinking. Even at night, it was not safe to spend too much time outside. The radiation lingered, clinging to the rocks and sand. But once a year on the solstice, this journey was undertaken. Any burns were seen as signs of devotion, any sickness a purification.
They walked through the night. Erafel led the procession, swinging his censer, while his acolytes followed, carrying the palanquin, dark robes swishing. The air was thinner out here, breathable but wearying, leaving one always out of breath. Most of the colonists remained inside the dome, daring not face the punishing surface. Sometimes adventurers, emboldened with wine and dreams of glory, dared venture outdoors after sunset. Even they, after taking a few paces, retreated into the comfort of the dome. They mumbled about the thin air. About the poison clinging to the rocks, glittering like crystals even in the darkness. About the wretched who lurked here. But Mia suspected that it was not those things that frightened them.
It was the sky. A sky that was pitch-black. A starless sky. The sky at the edge of the galaxy. Looking upward, that sky disoriented the mind. It felt less like a sky above and more like a void below, a pit one could fall into and tumble forever. The human mind could not grasp such vastness. Such emptiness.
But it's not empty, Mia thought. A shiver ran through her, clinking her gifts of jewels.
They were out there. The minds in the dark. And they saw her.
Onward the procession marched. Erafel chanted, leading their way, and the nuns trailed behind, raising their voices in song. Mia sat still, the bracelets and necklaces weighing her down, and she imagined that their weight kept her from falling upward into the chasm in the sky. Was it true that one could see the stars from Earth? Sometimes she thought that the stars were just a legend, just a tale told to children so that they would not fear the emptiness in the sky.
The dome became smaller and smaller behind them, the lights of its lanterns fading. No vegetation grew in the wilderness. No water flowed. The only animals were the strange dark birds that rose at night and the snakes that slithered underfoot. The days burned, but the night froze the flesh, and Mia could not stop shivering. The footprints from last year's procession still marked the ground, as did footprints from many years past. The gray soil was thick and hard and held a grudge against those who marred it.
Movement caught Mia's eye. She glanced to the left, jewels chinking. She could not see far. The dome was distant behind her now, its glow but the faintest haze, and while the voidgazers held lamps, their light did not shine far. Mia squinted, studying the shadows. Just a trick of her eye? A figment of her mind?
No! There! Movement again. A scurrying shadow. A twisted, bony form like a spider the size of a man. It vanished into the murk. The procession kept marching. The voidgazers kept praying. Had nobody seen it?
Then—there again! Another figure in the night, wretched and knobby, scurrying across the soil. Then another farther away, and more to her right. A creature raised a bulbous head, and the lamplight shone in three lambent eyes. A slit opened in a leathery head, baring teeth like hooks, and a terrible screech cut the night.
Mia cowered. But the voidgazers kept walking, lanterns held high.
"Fear not the sinners who cower in darkness!" Erafel cried. "The Light in the Void will banish them. The Day of Blessing approaches. Be gone, wretched ones!"
All around they scampered and scurried and screeched. Sometimes they almost seemed human, but when the lamplight shone on them, it revealed deformed bodies, legs that dragged like tails, arms that coiled like the roots of trees, rib cages that thrust out from the skin, heads that melted into torsos. Mia knew who those were. Colonists banished from the dome, subjecting them to the punishing sunlight. Slowly the light changed them. Mia watched as one of the wretched leaped onto another, sank teeth into flesh, and devoured his victim alive. A few crawled toward the holy procession, reaching out hands without fingers, opening mouths without teeth, begging. They could not speak with words, but in their mournful cries, Mia could hear the despair.
Let us back in! Make us human again!
Mia's parents used to frighten her with stories of the wretched ones. Behave or they'll crawl from under your bed! Sometimes, when she was bad, they would threaten to send Mia into the wilderness, to let the sunlight peel back her humanity and reshape her. She covered her eyes, unable to bear the miserable beings.
The oracles are like them, Mia thought. The oracles live in a cave in the wilderness. But they are blessed ones.
A wretched one managed to crawl closer. He had no legs but sported enormous hands to compensate. The fingers were normal, but the palms were the size of dinner plates. With one of those paws, he grabbed a palanquin-bearer. The voidgazer grunted and kicked the poor creature aside. Like a beaten dog, the wretch fled, and the voidgazers walked onward.
As they headed north, the mountains came into view. It was odd. How could Mia see them? It should be impossible. No sun, moon, or stars shone in the sky, and the procession's lamps did not shine far. The mountains seemed to emit their own light. A dark light. A gleaming black like obsidian, standing out against the deeper darkness of the void. A tremble scuttled down Mia's back like a centipede. The mountains seemed alive. Aware. Waiting for her.
"I will be brave," she whispered, voice shaky. "I will be brave."
The procession carried her across the foothills. Time lost all meaning to Mia. It was like being back in her cell. They might have been walking for hours, maybe only moments. Ur Eshuna soared above—the tallest peak in the range. Basalt mountainsides gleamed like the walls of a fortress. The procession approached a cave that gaped open like a mouth, black on black. A cold wind blew from within, scented of salt and decay.
The voidgazers placed the palanquin down. Mia stepped onto the ground, heavy with jewels, bearing her many gifts. Erafel unfurled his long, strange hands, gesturing at the cave.
"He awaits you inside, child," said the tall voidgazer. "Go and be with Mezmeron. The sun will soon rise. If you run it will burn you. But in the sixteen arms of Mezmeron, you will find eternal blessings. Hail the Void!"
"Hail the Void!" the acolytes chanted.
Mia mouthed the words, but she was too timid to speak them aloud. The robed figures stood, watching her, waiting. She took a timid step toward the cave. Erafel gestured again, pointing a finger the length of his forearm into the darkness.
"Can I have a lamp?" she said. "I'm scared of the dark."
The voidgazers glanced at one another, and several muttered curses. But Erafel smiled. A fatherly smile. He gave her his own lantern. The ironwork was shaped like a squid with sixteen tentacles, their tips glowing with lights. Like the censer—another work of Mia's father. It was heavy, but Mia did not drop it. She had promised her mother to be brave, yet she felt so cowardly.
The memory of the wretched ones spurred her onward. She did not want to be out here when the sun rose. With a shaky breath, she stepped into the cave, leaving her world forever behind.
* * * * *
Her lamplight illuminated rough stone. Nothing but darkness seemed to loom ahead.
Mia glanced behind her and saw the voidgazers retreating over the plains, heading back to the colony. The dome seemed so distant from here, a hemisphere of light and warmth. The lanterns of the voidgazers trailed across the desert, leaving Mia here.
A sound came from the depths of the cave. A deep breathing. A murmur. It might have merely been the wind, but Mia imagined words in its warm flow.
Come to me …
Mia glanced at the plains, at the lights retreating toward the dome, toward the only home she had ever known. A place that was no longer her home. A place with a dying mother. A place with no room for an orphan girl. She closed her eyes, memories rising in her. Memories of running around the dome as the sunlight filtered through the glass. Memories of laughing in her mother's arms. Memories of books that showed her the stars.
That place was gone now. That home was no more. That light would never more shine upon her. All that waited was the shadow.
A tear ran down her cheek. In the arms of her lord, she would be blessed. She would be loved.
She turned away from the desert and the dome, raised her chin, wiped her tears, and walked deeper into the cave.
The first step was the hardest. The first step was a war. But the next step was easier. And the third step easier still. Soon she was walking confidently, holding her father's lamp. The light didn't shine far. She could only see a few steps ahead. But she did not turn back from the waiting void, and the wind from the heart of the mountain whispered in her ears.
Come to me …
The path took her deeper into the mountain, sloping ever downward. Around her feet, she saw the signs of those who had come before her. The footprints of little girls. Fallen golden coins and lost jewels. The stains of teardrops and the echoes of whispered prayers. She was not alone.
Come to me.
She must have walked the distance of the desert before she reached the heart of the mountain. The tunnel opened into a grand cavern alight with crystals. The chamber was so large every colonist on Hypnos could probably fit inside. A lake of gleaming black water lay still, the surface reflecting the crystals that shone in stone walls. Mia fell to her knees, tears flowing, for this was a place of great beauty. Here were the halls of the gods.
The footprints of the girls—those innocent souls who had come before her—led to the edge of the pool. Mia followed them, the crystals glinting above and around her. She felt so small here. So insignificant. So blessed. Adorned with precious metals and gemstones, she strode to the edge of the lake, and she laid her gifts of jewels and herbs upon the shore.
"I'm ready," she whispered. "I'm brave."
The water rippled. From the dark lake, he arose.
Mia gaped, tears in her eyes.
He was beautiful. He was the size of a starship. He was made of stars.
His tentacles rose from the water, translucent and gleaming. Through skin like glass, Mia saw veins pulsing with blue blood, thousands of bone segments coiling like spines, and oyster-colored muscles that throbbed and pulsed like trapped jellyfish. Jewels floated inside him, sapphires and emeralds and flecks of precious metal trapped inside his flesh. They reminded Mia of pieces of fruit inside jelly. Like graceful dancers, the tentacles rose toward the ceiling and explored the walls, curious, feeling, sensing, smelling. Suction cups lined them, each as large as Mia's head. She knew he was terrifying. She knew he was monstrous. But she could only fall to her knees in awe.
"Beautiful," she whispered. "Mezmeron, you are beautiful."
The tentacles swayed gently like anemones. If he had a head, if he had a face, they were hidden underwater. His voice spoke in her mind, gentle and soothing like midnight waves.
Come closer. Come to me.
She stepped closer, growing braver with every step, and jewels lay beneath her feet, old gifts to this god, sent here with the girls of summers past. When her toes touched the water, Mia gasped. It was cold. Shockingly cold. But she did not turn back. She stepped deeper until the water rose above her ankles.
A tentacle coiled up before her, several times her height, swaying like a serpent rising from a basket. The jewels floated inside, gemstones and brooches and golden coins. Blue veins gripped the treasures like throbbing roots, like venomous ivy, like the bruised fingers of slender dead things. Arteries flowed like rivers, tracing the serpentine shape of the tentacle. Translucent blobs traveled up and down these highways, each blob the size of a girl's heart, and within them squirmed clusters of milky beads. Were they cells? Were they parasites? Mia did not know. The vision mesmerized her. The tentacle swayed closer, looming above her, and the tip descended to form a roof over her head. The suction cups turned toward Mia.
And then she saw what they were. Not suction cups at all.
They were faces. Faces of girls growing from the tentacle.
She recognized some of them. There was Jenna, the baker's daughter. And beside her was Ellie, a waif who used to beg outside city hall. Farther up—Sophie, wise beyond her years, who always corrected her teachers, whose father died in the mines. Lost girls. Unwanted girls. Sacrifices from years gone by.
They had no bodies. Mia saw only withered nerves growing from their heads like cables, coiling around the bones and arteries inside the tentacle. Yet the girls lived. Their eyes peered. Their mouths moved silently. The gifts they had brought—gemstones and coins and jewels—floated around them, trapped inside the translucent flesh.
Mia turned to run. But the tentacle was faster. Like a chameleon's tongue, it grabbed her and lifted her. Her feet floated on air, and golden coins tumbled from her pockets and sank into the water. The faces looked at her, eyes wide, mouths screaming silently, as the flesh of the tentacle parted. Veins reached out and grabbed Mia like the hands of the undead, and Mezmeron welcomed her into his strange realm.
The flesh was warm, soft, closing around her until only her face remained free, gaping at the hall of stone. The other tentacles rose around her, full of peering faces like souls trapped behind windows, crying out but voiceless. There was no pain at first. And then the pain was everything. And when the tentacle coiled around itself, Mia saw her body wilt and decay. The skin and muscle melted from her bones, and then the bones themselves withered and withered until they were like white twigs … and were gone. She remained but a face, trapped with the others, her nerves joining the network that twisted inside.
Her eyes filled with tears. Her mouth widened but she could not scream, could not breathe.
But she saw. Her mind joined the minds of the others. She was one with the lost girls. She was one with the great mind in the pool below, and she gazed upon a light in the void. She saw the Great Shoal. She saw the gods.
Mezmeron was just one of billions. He was just one servant of the great mind in the darkness. And his voice whispered. Not to her but to the beings beyond the black.
Come to me …
A tear flowed down Mia's cheek, and for the first time in her life, she saw the stars.




CHAPTER TWO 

A Snake in the Tree of Life
They had drunk from the fountain of youth, and now it might kill them.
The first day was the strangest.
Marco Emery, Brigadier in the Human Defense Force Reserves, was a man in his forties. With all that entailed. His hair was graying and (though he denied it) receding. His waistline was growing. His three children were a constant thorn in his side. Sometimes he couldn't remember where he left his keys. He wasn't old yet. Oh, he still had a while until he was old, and he knew it. But he was certainly aging. He could feel it in his bones. Especially when he tried rising from the couch too quickly.
At least until he'd achieved what Ponce de León could only dream of. He'd found the mythical fountain of youth. He was young again.
He would never forget that first morning. Waking up. Shuffling into the bathroom as usual. Except his shuffle felt more like a skip. Why did he feel so light on his feet? After he'd washed his face and stared into the mirror, he saw a vision from the past.
A young Marco. A man barely older than twenty. A man? A boy! There were no wrinkles around his eyes. No gray in his temples. His body was younger too. What used to sag was now taut. What once creaked was now nimble.
He blinked, rubbed his eyes, splashed more water on his face, but it was real.
The treatment worked. The Methuselah serum.
To be honest, Marco was a bit iffy on the science. The professor had explained things to him. But Marco was a writer and retired officer, not a biologist. The treatment involved nanobots coursing through his body, weaving human with alien DNA. In fact, the DNA came from the very aliens Marco had fought in the army—giant centipedes who had devastated Earth. Thankfully, he hadn't metamorphosed into a buglike monster overnight. The nanobots shut off the harmful alien genes. No claws or extra legs, thank you very much. But they kept the beneficial alien genes. Health. Vitality. Long life.
The Scolopendra titania, centipedes from outer space, could live for centuries. Would Marco now live that long?
I'm part alien, he thought, looking into the mirror. He shuddered, still half expecting extra legs to burst from his torso.
This was before he learned the serum might kill him by Christmas. A coin toss. Tails you live for centuries. Heads you die. Oops.
He didn't learn that little fact until the afternoon. That first morning, he was still ignorant. Good thing too. Being young again was weird enough without the fear of looming death.
He'd spent the morning in a daze, sure this was all a dream, just waiting to wake up. He stumbled outside into the sunlight, retreated back indoors, drank a cup of coffee, paced the corridor, and pinched himself over and over. Well, if he had been dreaming earlier, surely he was awake now. He returned to the mirror to check again.
Yep. Still young. Weird.
This time there was less shock. He even found himself admiring what he saw.
"Damn, I was good-looking once," he muttered. "I wish I'd realized it back in the day."
He remembered his youth. A studious librarian. A reluctant soldier. He had always found flaws in his appearance. He was self-conscious of his modest height (and Addy teasing him relentlessly about it didn't help). He always worried that his face was too round, his nose too big, this or that was too small, too wide, too wrong. Rubbish. Look at him! Compared to middle-aged Marco, young Marco was a Greek god! Why had he not enjoyed this body during his youth? Why had he wasted his good-looking years on so much self-doubt?
"Was a Greek god?" he muttered. He raised his chin, flexed a muscle, and admired his reflection. "I am a Greek god! Behold—Marcoles!"
His youth was restored. A miracle.
A voice came from outside the window. "You're still short!"
Marco groaned. Addy. His beloved wife. So beloved he sometimes wanted to pack her up and ship her to Ganymede.
He left the humble brick house, seeking her outside. The Judaean mountains spread around him. The view always took Marco's breath away. In the north, upon a plateau, rose the walls of Jerusalem. They had been standing there for thousands of years. The sun gilded those ancient limestone walls, and the wind whispered their song. Cypresses and pines spread across the western slopes, verdant and filling the air with their sweet scent. The forest sprawled toward the Mediterranean and its ancient ports, gateways to the markets of North Africa and Southern Europe. When Marco turned eastward, the mountainside was barren. From here, he could see the dunes of the eastern desert, rolling toward a golden haze and the mysteries of Asia. Here was where three continents met, the nexus of the Old World. Marco stood on the border between west and east, sea and desert, life and death. In more ways than one.
He walked through a rock garden blooming with anemones and cyclamens. He was Canadian. So was his wife. This was not their home. This humble brick house, this gentle garden—this was the home of Einav Ben-Ari. President of Earth. The most powerful human in the world. Maybe in history. She also happened to be their best friend. Einav was in the city now, speaking to her generals, assuaging world leaders (all who served under her command), and dealing with all those pesky tasks being the most powerful human on Earth invariably entailed.
Marco himself was important, he supposed. Or he used to be. He was a senior officer and a decorated one at that. He had fought in every major war of the past twenty-five years. And those years had seen some real doozies. But now he was retired. He hoped to spend the rest of his life writing novels. And with the Methuselah serum apparently working, that could be a very long life.
He found Addy in the backyard, building a campfire. He had already seen her own transformation that morning. But he paused again to admire her. Addy was a tall, striking woman with honey-blond hair, which she currently wore in two braids. Only yesterday, crows' feet had stretched from her eyes, silver had streaked her golden hair, and her body had shown the stretch marks of pregnancy and the scars of war. Today she looked like a woman half her age. To Marco, she was equally beautiful. He had loved her in her twenties. He had loved her in her middle age. He loved her now with their youth restored. Should they grow old, bent, and withered, he would still think her the most beautiful woman in the world.
She looked up from her work. "Pretty short for a Greek god, aren't you?"
Marco sighed. In his moment of love, he had forgotten how intolerable Addy could be.
"I'm five foot eight, Addy. Same height as you."
She snorted. "Yes, but I don't walk around claiming to be Marcoles the Beautiful."
"I wasn't walking around!" He pointed at her accusingly. "I was in the bathroom. And you were spying."
Addy shrugged. "Hey, you were admiring yourself. I wanted to admire you too." She blew him a kiss.
She spilled an ungodly amount of lighter fluid on the campfire, then tossed in a match. Marco cringed, stepped back, and shielded his eyes. Something halfway toward a nuclear blast lit up the yard.
"Addy, you nearly blew up the goddamn mountain!"
She grinned, face covered with soot. "Hey, what can I say? Explosions are a girl's best friend."
Laughing maniacally, Addy raced across the yard and grabbed a rake. She began sliding hot dogs onto the prongs. Once the entire rake was full, Addy held it over the campfire. A dozen hot dogs began to sizzle.
Marco raised an eyebrow. "Are we expecting company for lunch?"
Addy shook her head. "These are all for me."
"Addy, there are twelve hot dogs there!"
She shrugged. "Hey, I'm young again. I'm skinny! I can eat whatever I want! I have the metabolism of a twenty-year-old!"
Marco leaned around her and raised an eyebrow. "Your bum is still huge."
She growled and thrust the rake toward him. "Silence, or I'll stab you with hot dogs."
Voices rose from the hill.
"Hot dogs? Yay, hot dogs for lunch!"
Their children (or "hot puppies" as Addy called them) had been playing in the anemone meadow. They came running uphill, following their noses.
First came Terri, eighteen years old, eldest of the pack. Her red hair billowed in the wind, and a scar ran across her freckled face. An old injury had taken one of her eyes, and her new bionic eye caught the sun and gleamed. That all-seeing eye was a constant reminder to Marco. A memento of his failures. In his shadow years, a veteran lost in a labyrinth of alcohol and despair, Marco had met a woman for a one-night stand. For just one night, he sought to escape his demons in her arms. Thirteen years later, Terri showed up at his door, the survivor of a brutal childhood. Her mother was dead, and Marco welcomed her into his new family, and he loved her with all his heart. Addy, shocked at first, now loved Terri like one of her true children.
Following Terri, scampering up the hillside, came the twins. They were ten years old and little hellions. They took after their mother. Like Addy, they had blond hair, easy smiles, and a healthy robustness. Sam had short hair while Roza sported long hair. It was the only way to tell them apart. Scrapes and scabs covered them, dirt clumped under their fingernails, and leaves and twigs filled their hair. Addy sometimes joked that they looked like cavemen children, while Marco worried that their teachers would think them neglected. In truth, Marco and Addy adored their twins. Like their mother, the two were wild, and if they weren't wrestling, they were climbing trees, rolling down hills, exploring caves, and fighting imaginary aliens.
"Hot dogs, hot dogs!" the three children chanted, racing up toward Addy and her rake.
Terri noticed it first. She paused a few steps away from the campfire and stared. Her bionic eye widened, and she tilted her head.
"We want hot dogs, we want—" the twins chanted, then froze. Sam gaped while Roza blinked in disbelief.
"Are … you our mom and dad?" Roza asked.
Sam rubbed his eyes. "You look different."
Marco looked at his children, and it suddenly hit him. He had undergone the Methuselah treatment. He might live for centuries. But his children would not. Must he watch them grow old and die while he lingered on? His eyes dampened, and he blinked rapidly, turning his face away, hiding his emotions.
I can give my children the serum too! he thought, a little hope kindling in him. And then another thought came. This was new, experimental treatment. Untested. He and Addy were guinea pigs. What if it failed? What if he got sick? Got cancer? What if the harmful alien genes awoke? He could not give his children something dangerous. As far as Marco knew, only four people had ever undergone this treatment. Him and his wife. The president. And her husband, the professor. They had only taken the serum last night. It seemed to work. In fact, it seemed to work spectacularly. But who knew what side effects might still hit them?
"Dad?" Terri whispered. She stepped closer and touched his arm. "Dad, is that you? Is it really you?"
Sam and Roza ran toward their mother, but they froze a few steps away, hesitating. They glanced at each other.
"Are you my mom?" Sam whispered.
Then Addy could not hold back. She burst into tears and pulled the twins into her arms. "It's me, hot puppies. Of course it's me. It's your mom."
Terri looked at Marco, and her one real eye shed tears, and she embraced him, and then it seemed like everyone was crying. For long moments, they held each other.
"Oh, for crying out loud!" Addy cried, breaking the spell. "My hot dogs are burning!"
She had dropped the rake into the fire. She picked it out, then busied herself with peeling off charred hot dog skin, cursing and shaking her reddening fingers.
"Addy, let them cool off first!" Marco said. "Your fingers will turn into hot dogs too at this rate."
"Good! I'd love hot dog fingers." She peeled off another burnt chunk. "Damn that's hot!"
As Addy tried to salvage lunch, Marco sat his children down and explained everything to them. About the alien DNA inside him. The experimental treatment, the invention of Professor Noah Isaac, a close family friend. About how it restored youth. But he left out the part about slow aging. He wasn't sure how he felt about that. He needed time to process his emotions, to call the professor, to ask a million more questions.
For now—he had his family with him. For now—everything was good.
Until the professor called.
Until the devastating news hit him.
The serum was dangerous. A coin toss. Heads he lived. Tails he died. And the world crashed down around him.
* * * * *
Einav was first to hear the shocking news. She too had taken the treatment. And now she might die. Not in centuries. By the end of this year. Leaving her son behind. Leaving all of humanity behind.
And she had to hide the news all day.
When you were Einav Ben-Ari, president of Earth, you didn't have much time to ruminate. And you could never show weakness. Not in the Milky Way. Not in a galaxy swarming with hostile aliens. The stars were watching. A hundred alien species were constantly sniffing for weakness. If they caught just a whiff, they would pounce. Earth was a nascent empire among the stars. In this galaxy, you were strong. Or the strong devoured you.
So Einav put on a strong face and went through her workday. She tried to ignore her trembling insides.
After decades of devastating war, there was finally peace. Earth had defeated her enemies. The scum. The marauders. The grays. The cyborgs. The starlings. Humanity had dipped its toes into the cosmic ocean. At first the water had seemed inviting. Then the sharks had come. Wave after wave of them. Who were these impudent apes, daring to venture into the galaxy? We will cut them down to size!
Well, they tried. At first they almost succeeded. Until they met Einav Ben-Ari. She had risen from a lowly ensign to a powerful general. Then to president of Earth and her colonies. She had raised humanity from a frightened, cowering species to a force to be reckoned with. She had given her enemies hell.
Billions died. But Earth won. Earth was free.
Einav intended to keep it that way.
Because there were terrors out there. There were monsters in the dark. Einav had seen visions of them. Seen the tentacles. The ever-gazing eyes. The word floated through the mists of her mind.
Hydrians.
They were coming for her.
For a moment, she trembled. For a moment, cold sweat trickled down her back. Then she took a deep breath and raised her chin.
I'll be ready.
Heels clacking, she walked up the cobbled path toward Bet Eretz, the presidential palace. To be fair, calling it a palace was perhaps an overstatement. Bet Eretz was a humble building, smaller than her son's school. But from here, from this building on a Jerusalem hilltop, she ruled a galactic empire. During the wars, she had constructed a lavish space station. She had reigned from on high, gazing upon her domain, both the planet below and the stars above. She had made excuses for such splendor. How could she rule Earth from one nation's land? How could she fight hostile stars from the ground? Yes. Excuses. It was better to be down here. From this hilltop, she could see ancient monuments. The Mount of Olives. Via Dolorosa. The ancient gates and walls of Zion. There was history here, and woe unto the leader who gazed to the future above and forgot the history below.
The walls of Bet Eretz were built of craggy limestone bricks. Einav could never decide what their color was. Beige? Gold? Tan? Were they the color of sand or the color of sunrise? In truth, they seemed to change color every day. They were like the sea, the sky, the seasons, the soul—ever changing. Einav paused outside, placed her hand on a brick, and inhaled deeply. These stones had come from the quarries of Jerusalem. The same limestone formed the Wailing Wall, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the Gate of Mercy—indeed, the entire city. Now it formed the halls of Bet Eretz, another chapter in this city's long story.
Give me strength, Einav prayed silently, drawing comfort from the stones. You came from the Earth, which I protect. You formed walls and towers in ancient days. You withstood the might of empires and listened to the whispers of prophets. Now give me some of your wisdom.
It was silly perhaps. Praying to a wall. But it grounded her. Reoriented her. Because these were not mere stones. They were chapters in the tale of her ancestors, and Einav drew comfort from those who came before her. She led this world now, but she was not alone. A thousand generations propped her up. They had faced great hardship—greater than hers. For a hundred thousand years, her ancestors had lived in these lands. They had stared down empires, burned in fire, risen again from the ashes, and paved her way here. Einav would carry the torch onward.
She approached the wooden doors of Bet Eretz. Her bodyguards walked behind her. More guards stood among the cypresses. Did they notice the change in her appearance? That she suddenly seemed a quarter century younger? She could imagine their thoughts. Did she get a facelift? Is this a clone? A long-lost daughter?
No, surely it wasn't that bad! She was overthinking this. True, the serum restored youth. But it wasn't a time machine! She looked a little less … rough around the edges maybe. That was all. People would simply say she was a youthful forty-three-year-old. Good genes, good lighting, good makeup. No big deal.
Ben-Ari paused by Bet Eretz's wooden doors. They were carved from olive wood and engraved with stars and planets. On the pretext of checking her hair, Ben-Ari pulled a mirror from her purse and took a quick look. Her heart sank.
Oh God, I look like a fetus.
She wore one of her presidential business suits. It was black. She liked black. Her blond hair was pulled into a neat ponytail, her makeup was conservative, and her only jewelry was two golden earrings. No wedding ring. Not anymore. Once this look had suited her. Now she looked like a girl dressing up in her mother's clothes. She hadn't shrunk per se (well, maybe a little around the hips). But she clearly looked younger. She was in her midforties, but she could have passed for twenty. Hell, give her some neon suspenders (or whatever the kids wore these days) and she could blend into a high school.
Drat. She never should have taken that serum. But the alien DNA had already infected her. And the professor told her this would keep her safe.
"I'll just turn off the dangerous genes, but I'll leave you the good ones," he had said. "Vitality. Youth. Strength."
Yes, well, the dear professor had called her this morning with some chilling news. There was also a fifty percent chance she'd die by Hanukkah. Minor side effect, that. Now why had she divorced him again? Gee, she wondered.
Okay, that was a little unfair. None of them had known last night. Not even the professor. He had taken the serum too. And now a new terror struck her. They were co-raising their son. If they both lost the coin toss …
"Ma'am?" It was the guard at the palace doors, concern in his eyes. "Are you all right, ma'am?"
Ben-Ari composed herself. Damn it, she had led armies in war. She had faced death a thousand times, and each time, she had wrestled that dark angel to submission. Fifty percent chance? Pah! Amateur stuff. For her, those were great odds. She smiled at the guard—a forced smile perhaps. If he showed any shock at her youthful appearance, he was professional enough to hide it.
"I'm quite all right, soldier." She smoothed her suit. "You may open the doors. I'm ready."
The guard pushed open the grand olivewood doors. Truly, they were works of art, carved by artisans using ancient methods. Chin raised, shoulders squared, President Einav Ben-Ari entered Bet Eretz, walked down a short corridor, and entered the Hall of Audience.
A host of hydrians awaited her.
Einav hissed sharply, and her hand reached toward her hip. But she carried no weapon. Not anymore. And those were not hydrians in her Hall of Audience. They were simply Menorians, benevolent and friendly. They were aliens, and they were tentacled, but there the resemblance ended.
Einav took a deep breath. Her heart pounded.
Calm yourself! What has gotten into you?
The Menorians looked at her, blinking their big, wet eyes. They sat slumped in chairs designed for humans, their tentacles slung across the armrests. Now that Einav's heart slowed down, the sight seemed more comical than frightening.
One of the alien octopi changed from purple to blue, then broke out in yellow polka dots. The Menorians had no vocal cords. They communicated with colors. Their skin sported millions of chromatophores, allowing them to reflect any color or pattern they desired. They were like living mood rings. Thankfully, Einav wore a minute translator around her ear. A camera picked up the color change, and a voice spoke in her ear.
"Hello, Einav! So good to see you again."
The octopus turned a pleasant blue and sprouted green stripes. A warm smile.
Einav returned the smile—the human way. "Hello, Aurora."
She approached and shook the alien's tentacle. Aurora was a very old, very good friend. And if she noticed Einav looked younger, she gave no sign of it. Not that Einav would know how to read Menorian signs. And perhaps the Menorians did not know how to judge human age. Good.
They spent an hour talking, strengthening the alliance between Earth and Menoria. They would perform shared military exercises in deep space, collaborate on a new scientific project to develop faster engines, and lower trade taxes. Menoria was only a minor power in the galaxy. But Einav needed all the friends she could get.
Because the hydrians were real. She could feel it in her bones. She trusted those visions. They were coming. Whatever the hell they were, they had seen Earth. They had stared into her soul. Earth was a nascent galactic civilization, curious and ambitious and quick to adapt, but that wasn't good enough. She needed to build a wall of strength around her empire. Or Earth would fall.
Then came another meeting. The boardroom chairs were wheeled out. Potted trees were carried in. A delegation of Silvans came to meet Einav. They were an arboreal species from a distant planet. Their bodies were disk-shaped and covered with brown fur, and they sprouted a ring of prehensile tails. With these tails, they clung to the branches of their trees, and eyes blinked on their fluffy circular bodies. Despite their animalistic appearance, they were highly intelligent and masters of technology. For an hour, Einav spoke to them, strengthening trade agreements and military cooperation. Good. Another ally.
A string of other species followed. The Kalantians floated into the room. Each Kalantian was formed from two metal spheres that circled each other, crackling with electricity. A delegation of Klurian slugs slithered in next. The staff had to mop the floor after that meeting. A group of Esporians in silken robes hopped in after the slugs. The giant mushrooms released clouds of spores. The poor staff had to bring in the vacuums. The day went on, and Ben-Ari met more and more delegations. Neighbors from across the Milky Way galaxy had come. Earth was no longer alone. Humanity was now part of a great galactic family. The wars were over, and Earth had won. It was time for some well-deserved peace.
She should enjoy this time, Einav knew. She had fought for this. God above, she had fought. For twenty-five years, she had battled aliens in space, on the ground, even under the oceans. She had lost her arm in battle. She must simply glance at her prosthetic to remember those days of struggle. The hard times were over. She had overcome. Why couldn't she relax? Maybe she didn't know how to. Maybe after so many years of trauma, her anxiety had put down roots. Were her visions of the hydrians just nightmares? Just manifestations of her trauma?
Ha. Worrying about Earth's future made her forget (at least for a while) that she might be dying. Well, she had her priorities right, she supposed.
Finally, that afternoon, with the conference room vacuumed and de-slimed, a new guest came to visit. It was the meeting she feared most in the world. She would almost prefer that a hydrian really did squirm its way in. Here came something far worse.
Her ex-husband.
* * * * *
All right, that was unfair. Noah was a decent enough man. But damn it, there was a good chance he had killed her. And killed her best friends, Marco and Addy. And himself for that matter. Einav had loved him once. Even after the divorce. But today she hated him like a Klurian slug hated salt.
When he stepped into the room, she didn't recognize him. She figured the young, studious-looking man, with his ill-fitting tweed jacket and round glasses, was one of the professor's students. But when he nodded to her, said, "Hello, Einav," she knew it was him. Professor Noah Isaac, a man of fifty-six, barely looked thirty.
"You look …" Einav blinked. "Wow. You look …" She tilted her head and squinted. "You look like Carl."
Granted, their son was only ten. Thankfully, the professor didn't look that young. But the resemblance, once hidden under wrinkles and gray stubble, was now impossible to ignore.
The boyish professor smiled, but it was a sad smile. "I hope I get to enjoy a second youth."
The spell snapped. Anger replaced Einav's shock. She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. "Damn it, Noah! God! We might die now? I've been stressing all day." Her eyes stung. "This would have been useful information yesterday. Before we took your serum!"
"I didn't know yesterday!"
She blinked away tears. "You should have checked! You should have tested it! You're the famous Professor Noah Isaac, damn you. The inventor of wormhole communicators. The bestselling popular science author. The father of my son." A tear rolled down her cheek. "Now what will happen to Carl? What if we both die?"
"I estimate that the odds of us both dying are only twenty-five percent, Einav. Odds are at least one of us will live."
"Damn you!" She shoved him. "Damn you to hell, you bastard! How could you talk of numbers, how could you make calculations, when we might not live to see winter!"
He gently extricated himself from her grasp and smoothed his tweed jacket. "Well, I am a scientist."
"And you're a human! And you're a father! Though sometimes I don't know if you're either one."
Finally some pain filled his eyes. Some humanity. Good. Good! She wanted to hurt him. To shock away that calm smugness. God, he had always been like this. A fucking robot. She looked away, unable to tolerate his face any longer. Everything about him dripped condescension.
"Have you told Marco and Addy?" she asked in a strained voice.
"Not yet. I thought it best if we told them together."
"Coward."
"Maybe I am, Einav. Maybe I am."
She closed her eyes. The next words tore at her throat. At her soul. "Have you told Carl?"
"No. I'm hoping I won't have to."
She finally looked back at him and blinked away the tears. "Is there a way to know? To tell which way it'll go? Whether we'll live or die?"
He was silent for a moment. "Einav, listen. If something does happen to us—"
"Is. There. A way to know?"
He took a deep breath. "I'm working on a test. It'll be ready by Saturday. A scan that will go over our genes. It will reveal two possible outcomes. The test will measure the length of our telomeres. You see, telomeres are linked to aging. They protect the ends of chromosomes like caps on bottles, preventing the strands of DNA from fraying or tangling. As we age, and our cells divide, our telomeres shorten and—"
"I know what a fucking telomere is, Noah." She pursed her lips. It wasn't like her to curse. To lose her cool. She herself felt like she was fraying.
The professor nodded. "Very well. The test will measure ours. If our telomeres are growing longer, we'll live. We'll live for centuries, Einav. But there's also a possibility that our telomeres are collapsing. Shrinking much faster than usual. If ours are shrinking, we'll age rapidly. A decade every month. And there will be no way to stop it."
She closed her eyes and laughed bitterly. "God, Isaac. Fucking. God."
He held her hand. "I'm sorry, Einav."
She pulled her hand free. "Don't touch me."
"Einav! Listen to me. We were already infected with the alien DNA. It was spreading through us. You saw what happened to the starlings. What happened to Lailani. Growing extra limbs. Growing claws. Becoming some human-alien hybrid. How could I let that happen to us?"
"So you rushed through a cure. You tested it on us like we're guinea pigs. And now we're fucked."
"Correction. Now we might be fucked." He smiled uneasily. "We could get very lucky."
Einav forced herself to take deep breaths. She wanted to yell again. To slap him. To rage. Addy would have raged. Addy would have knocked him out! But damn it, Einav was president. She was the Golden Lioness, the legendary leader, scion of the Ben-Ari military dynasty. She must muster some self-control. It took quite a few deep breaths to achieve that.
"We need to tell Marco and Addy," she said.
The professor nodded. "When my test is ready."
"Now."
He heaved a sigh. "All right. Let's go see them. We'll tell them in person. This won't be fun."
Nothing ever is, Einav thought. God above, nothing ever is.
* * * * *
She flew a shuttle from Bet Eretz to her home outside the city walls. Noah sat at her side, looking to the world like a bookish student, not a famous professor. It was a quick flight. Just five minutes. When she had been young, Ben-Ari used to hike these hills. Sometimes she rode a horse along the trails. Now she flew everywhere.
When she had been young? She barked a laugh. She was young again. For a while at least. She checked her hand for liver spots. She wasn't aging rapidly yet. A good sign, she supposed?
She flew over the city walls. A squadron of Firebird starfighters flew right behind her. She couldn't even fly twenty clicks without air support. The reality of ultimate power. You were always a target. You were never alone.
Ultimate power? she pondered. Over Earth maybe. But in this galaxy, we're small fish. And in the universe, we're barely plankton. And the giant squids are coming to feed.
Looking out the shuttle windshield, she saw her house below. Like her presidential palace, her house was humble. Three bedrooms. Simple brick walls. A little boostan—a walled garden for fruit trees—where she grew persimmons, pomegranates, and carobs. A peaceful home. A house like the ancient people of these hills might have lived in thousands of years ago.
Of course, the giant hot dog parked outside ruined the illusion. Somewhat unoriginally, Addy had named her spaceship the Flying Hot Dog. She had bought the vessel from a packaged meats company, because, well, it was Addy, and she was insane. She had flown the bus-sized sausage all the way from Canada to Jerusalem, Marco and the kids in tow. Einav sighed. They were her best friends, but bless their hearts.
Carl leaned toward the windshield, eyes wide with anticipation. He recognized the Flying Hot Dog. He knew that meant his friends were there. The boy adored Terri and the twins. It warmed Einav's heart to see her son perk up, show excitement and joy. He had been withdrawn all day, hesitant around her, even scared of her a little. Einav would never forget the first time Carl saw her after her transformation.
"Are you really my mom?" he had asked, and she had wept and pulled him into her arms. He had not hugged her back. She explained things to him. That his parents only looked different, but they were still the same parents, still loved him very much. He had nodded and withdrawn into himself. Now finally he seemed more like the old Carl, curious and wide-eyed.
But then a thought seemed to strike him. The boy looked at Einav. "Are my friends also younger?" He bit his lip. "I hope they're not babies now."
Einav couldn't help but laugh. "They're the same age as always. But Marco and Addy will look younger."
Carl nodded. "When I grow old, I want to take the medicine too. To become young again."
Einav lost her smile, and a pain twinged her heart. He didn't know. Only she and the professor knew. This would not be an easy night. Four of them had taken the treatment. What were the odds all four would live? She did quick math in her head. If the survival rate was fifty percent, and there were four of them …
Her heart sank. Just over six percent. That was the chance that all four would survive.
Barring a miracle, one or more of them would die. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath.
Calmness. Control. Be strong.
Before Einav even landed her shuttle, the Linden-Emery kids raced out of the house, bouncing and waving at them. The instant the shuttle touched down, Carl was out the door and off to play with his friends.
Einav stepped outside more cautiously. She stood on the hilltop, soaking it all in. The eastern dunes rolling into the horizon. Her comfortable little house of old brick. Tall and slender cypress trees like soldiers, coiling olive trees like wise old men, pomegranate trees like maidens adorned with rubies, and knobby carob trees like ancient prophets overseeing the promised land. The distant walls of the city, a symbol of her past, and the first stars emerging above, a call from her future. This was her oasis, her port of call. Would she die in this house by winter? For an hour, she stood there, letting the others bustle around her. Marco and Addy (or "Maddy," as Addy playfully called them) entered the brick house. But Einav remained on the hill, still and silent, lost in the pulsing rhythms of this land.
In the evening, Addy burst out from the house, wearing a singed apron, her braids frazzled. She grinned, soot on her face, and waved a spatula.
"Just in time for dinner!" she said. "I made—"
"Hot dogs?" Einav asked.
Addy gasped. "How did you know?"
Marco stepped out behind her, holding a fire extinguisher. "It's all right, everyone! Addy was cooking, but I was supervising. Your house is still standing, Einav. And for those of us who aren't six years old"—he glanced pointedly at Addy—"I cooked a casserole."
Addy mussed his hair and kissed his cheek. "You're my sweet househusband."
"I'm not your— Addy!" He blushed and shoved her away. "You're getting soot all over me."
Einav looked at them, and a lump filled her throat. They looked so young. Like the recruits she had accepted into her platoon a quarter century ago. Like those innocent Canadian kids she had broken and remolded into soldiers, then led to war in the depths of space. She had commanded them in battle. She had lifted them from terrified privates to proud officers. Seeing them like this, bantering, looking so young … it was like traveling back in time.
They didn't know. That they might die this year. She had to tell them.
After dinner, she decided. Not now. Not yet. Let us have one last night of joy. Together.
It was a warm night. They set a table in the garden, and they shared a meal. Addy and the kids devoured hot dogs, while the adults ate Marco's casserole. Within moments, the kids were scampering in the yard, roasting marshmallows over the campfire, and pointing at various stars and describing the monstrous aliens that lived there.
"And that star is where the evil marauders live!" Roza was saying. "My mom and dad defeated them."
Carl pointed at another star. "Well, that's where the scum are, and they're even stronger, and my mom killed them all."
Roza crossed her arms. "My parents helped. Besides, you're stinky." Then she giggled and kissed Carl's cheek. "Just kidding."
Then the kids all ran downhill to see the legendary Bogeyman Cave, daring each other to enter with their flashlights. Einav knew the cave was only two meters deep, home to a family of mice. She let the kids run off. She wanted time alone with her friends. The adults leaned back in their seats. Addy's and Marco's plates were clean, but Einav had only picked at her food.
Addy patted her belly contentedly. "Well, that hit the spot. Damn, I love being twenty again. Two days ago, if I even smelled a hot dog, I'd gain ten pounds. Now I can eat an entire package." She lit a cigarette. "This is the life."
"Addy," Marco said, "you realize hot dogs contain dangerous levels of saturated fats, which can harm your health at any age, and don't get me started on your cigarettes. Just because you're young again doesn't mean—"
"Shut up and eat more of your quiche."
He flushed. "It's a casserole."
Einav glanced at the professor. A meaningful glance.
Do you want to tell them? she said with her eyes.
But he wasn't even looking at her. He was gazing at the stars.
"Mind if I join you, Addy?" the professor said and lit a joint.
Addy's eyes widened. "Now you're talking! Share the love."
Einav stood up. Too quickly. Blood rushed into her head. She glared at the professor, but Noah still avoided her gaze. Damn the man!
Marco looked at her. His voice was soft. "Einav, the kids are off playing. You can tell us now."
Einav blinked at him. Marco's brown eyes were warm, his smile comforting.
"You know?" she said.
Marco shook his head. "I don't know. Only that something's been troubling you. I've known you for most of my life, Einav. You're my best friend—along with the hot dog monster here, that is. You've been aching to tell us something all night, and I reckon it's bad news. So tell us." He walked around the table and touched her arm. "Whatever it is, Einav, we're here for you. Like always. Your soldiers. And your friends."
Addy hurried around the table too, taking position at Einav's other side. She lost all frivolity, raised her chin, and saluted. "Always, ma'am. Your soldiers. And your friends."
Einav's eyes dampened. Curse her tears! Her friends had followed her to near death often enough, God knew. But not like this. Those had been battles. This seemed more like a disease.
There would never be a better time. So she took a deep breath, clasped Marco's hand for comfort, and she told them.
Gradually the good cheer left the garden. Fear crept in. They were used to fear, the three of them. But this was something new. Something they could not fight with guns or bombs. Something they could not control. It was chance. A coin toss of the universe.
"Heads our telomeres are growing, and we live a long, hopefully happy life," Einav said. "Tails our telomeres are shrinking, and we age rapidly. And we die within months. I'm so sorry."
Marco stood there, shocked, stunned, silent. He still held her hand, his grip firm, his face blank. But Einav could see the emotions in his eyes. The terror that he might leave his children behind. When they'd been young soldiers, they had only their own lives to think about. Now they were parents. Now the fear of death was far greater.
Unlike her husband, Addy was not silent. With a growl, she leaped toward the professor, slammed him onto the ground, and began shaking him.
"You son of a bitch!" she cried. "You bastard! You fucking killed us!"
"Addy, no!" Marco cried.
He rushed toward her, tried to pull her off. Einav hurried to help him. But trying to restrain an angry Addy was like trying to calm a raging bull. She shook the professor madly, shouting. All the studious, slender Noah could do was take it.
"Why didn't you tell us, you bastard!" Addy cried, slamming him against the ground.
"I didn't know!" Noah said, lying beneath her. "I only learned this morning. I—"
"You killed us!" Addy shouted. "You fucking killed—"
"Mom?"
It was Sam. The ten-year-old boy emerged from an olive grove and approached Addy.
"Mom, what's wrong?" he said.
Addy deflated. She dropped Noah in disgust, rose to her feet, and let out a sob. She rushed toward her son and pulled him into an embrace, whispering soothing nothings into his ear.
Mumbling apologies for his wife, Marco helped the professor up. Noah wobbled on his feet and dusted himself off. His tweed jacket was ripped, and his glasses hung askew on his nose, one lens broken.
"I'll return to the university now," Noah said. "I'll keep working on the test. I'll have it ready within a week. And we'll know."
Trying to salvage what remained of his dignity, the professor marched toward the shuttle and flew back to Jerusalem. Einav remained there on the hilltop. At her home. With her friends. Marco and Addy embraced her, and though a storm raged inside Einav, she drew strength from her friends.
"We've always been here for one another," she said. "Through wars and tragedy and triumph. We'll face this together too."
Addy let out a sob. "We already lost Lailani. She was one of us. And we lost so many others in the wars. If one of us three—"
She noticed Sam was there, watching. She bit down on her words.
"What's wrong?" the boy demanded. He clenched his little fists. "Are aliens attacking again? If so, we'll beat 'em back! Like you used to do. I'll help. I'm big enough."
Marco managed to laugh. He mussed his son's hair. "No aliens, buddy. Just some grown-up stuff to worry about. Nothing bad will happen. Nothing bad at all."
But Einav, watching the exchange, knew he was lying. Only a six percent chance they would all survive. Something bad would happen. Einav just didn't know who it would happen to.
The other children returned from the cave and joined them. They sensed the fear. They whispered among themselves. They vowed to fight whatever was coming. More lies. One could not fight this.
Some of these children will lose a parent, Einav knew. Maybe they all will. We'll lose loved ones. And we can't fight. All we can do is endure.
They entered the house for the night and put the kids to bed. It took a while. They were nervous and antsy and demanded stories. But finally the young ones were sleeping. By midnight, it was just Marco, Addy, and Einav awake in the house. The triumvirate of heroes. Three old friends. Three soldiers who had faced six wars, immeasurable loss, countless hardships. Three aging veterans who were young again. Who might not live to see spring.
"I won't be able to sleep tonight," Einav confessed.
"Neither will I," said Marco.
"This calls for more hot dogs," said Addy.
"Addy." Marco rolled his eyes.
"Hey!" She pointed at him accusingly. "You know my dream is to eat hot dogs until I die. Well, now it might finally come true." She was joking. But her voice cracked, and tears filled her eyes.
"I'll make some tea," Einav said as Marco soothed his wife. "You know my motto. When in trouble, brew some tea. It cures everything."
She got busy in the kitchen, brewing a pot of chamomile, but her fingers began to shake and she dropped petals everywhere, and her tears splashed the tea. Finally she was back in the living room, and the three of them sat on the couch, silent, pale. Einav closed her eyes and leaned against Addy, and the taller woman wrapped her arms around her. Marco joined their embrace. None of them imagined they would sleep, but soon enough, comforted in one another's arms, they nodded off.
Einav might have expected to dream of death and aging. But in her dreams, she did not battle the decay of her body. She stood on a distant planet on the edge of the galaxy, facing the void, and from the darkness rose a god of many eyes and tentacles that could engulf the universe.




CHAPTER THREE 

East of Eden Spins a Flaming Sword
The following three days were some of the hardest in Marco's life. Waiting. Not knowing. A sword of Damocles hung over his neck. Another sword hung over the neck of Addy, his beloved wife. A third sword over the neck of Einav, his best friend. And they just had to wait! Impossible.
The kids didn't know. They could tell something was wrong, of course. But not what, and the adults wouldn't share. Marco had to go through his days, pretending everything was okay. To play with the twins, cook for them, read to them. To keep a smile plastered on his face while his insides roiled. Was this the last year he got to spend with his precious family? Would he leave his children orphans?
"I'd rather face an enemy horde than this accursed waiting," he confessed to Addy on the second day. "I fought aliens before. That was easy compared to this. At least you can shoot aliens. You can fight. You can do something. But doing nothing? That's ten times harder."
Addy was prowling the house, just as restless as him. They were still staying with Einav. They dared not fly back to Canada now. Not with the professor locked in his university nearby, working away on his test. Couldn't the darn man hurry up?
"I do have an enemy to fight," Addy said. "The professor. I swear, Marco, if he doomed us, I'm going to kill him."
Marco heaved a sigh. "We can only blame ourselves. We took the serum. We knew it was experimental. Damn, I wish that test was ready!"
The kids burst into the house, tracking mud across Einav's floor. A goat chased them, braying contentedly. The animal knocked over several vases and picture frames.
"Dad, Mom, we found a goat!" Roza cried. "Can we keep him, can we keep him?"
Marco stared in horror at the scene of devastation.
Addy kissed his cheek. "You're a nervous wreck. Go hide away in the office. I'll take care of this." She cracked her fingers, grabbed the goat by the horns, and dragged the animal kicking and braying outside, all to the sound of protesting children.
Marco fled into the home's little office. Einav had given him permission to work here (or hide from Addy here) whenever he pleased. The office of Einav Ben-Ari, president of Earth and her colonies, was surprisingly cozy. Shelves covered the walls, brimming with hundreds of books. It was the only room where Einav had (perhaps reluctantly) hidden the majestic limestone bricks of Jerusalem's ancient quarries. Books, the president had decided, took precedence here.
About half the books were in Hebrew. Hoping to strengthen his connection with Einav, Marco had begun to study some Hebrew. He found languages fascinating. He knew some basic French, a smattering of Russian, and he'd been taking a course in Korean—simply for the joy of it. There was something simultaneously messy and elegant about languages, and each one Marco learned expanded his appreciation of human culture. Each language wasn't just a new way of communicating. It was a new way of thinking. Alas, his Hebrew was still too basic for anything but the simplest children's books.
Half the books in Einav's office, however, were in English. This was Marco's mother tongue, the language he thought in, the language he wrote his novels in. Einav's English library spanned centuries of literature and history. English was not her native tongue, but she was completely fluent, and her accent was so slight Marco barely noticed it.
Just standing here, surrounded by so many books, soothed Marco. A touch of magic filled this room. He was a librarian's son. He had grown up among books. This was his natural habitat. He inhaled deeply, savoring this place, finding comfort even in the terror of the day. He adored nature, he marveled at the magic of his family, he listened to music every day, but something about the written word kindled a special magic Marco could not find anywhere else.
He spotted Einav's own books tucked away on one shelf. The Chronicles of the Alien Wars, Volumes 1-5, by Einav Ben-Ari. She had authored them after her long years of war, leading first a platoon (with Marco and Addy in it), then an army, then a planet, and finally a coalition of worlds. Sometimes, even now, Marco found it strange to think that Einav was a historical figure. Or would be, at least, to future generations. A leader as important as Churchill, Napoleon, Moses. Part of Marco just saw her as Einav, his friend. The other part gaped at her in crushing awe.
He found a few of his own books on the shelves too. All his books, he noticed with raised eyebrows. He had written quite a few by now. The Dragons of Yesteryear trilogy was here. Marco remembered signing the hardcovers for Einav. It was over a decade since he had written those. His Phatasmagoria novels were all here: Under the Stairs, Dangers Untold, The Last Birds of Summer … the whole set. The Clockwork Rose sat on a shelf by a decorative pocket watch whose hands stood frozen at midnight. The Goblin Bride stood among acorns and pixie statuettes. Ah, and there was Le Kill, his (perhaps misguided) attempt at cyberpunk. He had been in a dark place in his life when writing that one. Einav even had a copy of Loggerhead, his first novel, which he had written as a teenager. He was touched that she had collected so much of his work.
Last month, Marco had begun writing a new novel. A new series of novels, in fact. He called it Homewood, and it was his tribute to classic fantasy literature from the twentieth century. The heroes were curious little beings called woodlings. They lived in cozy homes inside hollowed-out trees where they enjoyed tea, warm blankets, good books, and all the other creature comforts of life. Until one woodling (a contemplative soul named Robin) found a cursed blade, which launched her on a quest across dangerous lands of fire and steel.
It would become, Marco hoped, his most important work. His magnum opus. A work to be remembered for. His very own Lord of the Rings or Chronicles of Narnia. Of course, he said that before starting every novel. But this one felt different somehow. It was the first novel he wrote in an era of peace. He had written all the others in times of war and want. All his earlier works led up to this one, he felt. Some men built houses, cathedrals, kingdoms. Some women built empires. Marco built worlds between pages. He was a retired officer, and he had led men in war. His place in history was already cemented. But his books were his life's work.
Then the realization hit him. He might be dead in a few months. He might not have time to complete Homewood. He might die with his masterpiece unfinished.
He took a deep breath. Better get cracking. If he died halfway through, he doubted Addy would pull a Salieri and finish it for him (and if she did, the story would be about freaks and hot dogs).
He sat down in Einav's creaky wooden chair. She kept a typewriter on her desk. An actual typewriter. An antique. Marco never used typewriters—what was he, a caveman? But hey, when in Rome. He slid in a page and cracked his fingers.
He stared at the blank page. That dreaded, horrible blank page. And it seemed to stare back at him. Mocking him.
Unlike many writers, Marco had never suffered writer's block. Usually a blank page did not daunt him. Quite the opposite. A blank page was an invitation, an empty canvas on which he could create his art. But today, his fingers hovered over the keys, finding no words to type.
I might be dead in months.
"Come on, focus, Marco," he told himself.
I shouldn't be here. I should be spending this time with my family.
He rose to his feet, leaving the desk, and approached the door. He paused among the bookshelves.
But if I only have a few months left, shouldn't I finish my book?
Oh, damn it all! This was impossible! He was torturing himself, giving up on hope. Just as likely, he would survive! Why was he so gloomy? He was thinking like a dead man already! He could get lucky. He could live.
This waiting! This damn waiting! Bring on the alien hordes, just not waiting!
He left the office. To hell with Homewood. He wanted his family.
His kids were outside in the garden. Terri stood before an easel, the sunlight dappling her red hair. She was painting the hills, the clouds, and the distant walls of Jerusalem. The girl was becoming quite an artist. Meanwhile, Sam and Roza were running among the olive trees, firing toy guns and hurling olive "grenades" at one another. It looked like a rousing game of aliens & captains. Sam was (somewhat reluctantly) playing the alien, while Roza was the space captain. Uncharacteristically, Addy was sitting in the garden, absorbed in a book. Normally she would be horsing around with the kids, swinging a hockey stick, punching a boxing bag, or doing anything else to burn off her tremendous amounts of energy. But today she kept flipping the pages, fascinated.
God, she looks so young, Marco thought.
He had known her (almost) all his life. They had grown up together in Toronto, had gone to the same school. Marco had to admit that in his early childhood, he had been a little scared of her. Addy came from a broken home. A junkie mother. An alcoholic father who was in and out of jail. Even as a young girl, she would smoke, steal, get into fights. They stuck her in the remedial class, which only accelerated her descent. Marco had been a studious boy, bookish, not timid per se (he could hold his own in a fight) but clearly introverted. He had kept away from Addy in those early days. Life wasn't easy for anyone. Back then, Earth lived under the heel of the scum, the centipedes from deep space. The aliens attacked daily. Days of war. Days of despair.
Everything changed on one horrible day. Marco and Addy had both been eleven. He could still see it. The alien pods streaking down from the sky. The creatures emerging, rearing in the night, claws gleaming in the firelight. His mother falling. Blood on the snow. And—
No. Marco winced. He pushed that memory down. It was too painful. Emotionally. Even physically.
Both he and Addy had suffered trauma that day. They had both lost their mothers. Since then, Addy had never left his side. She had come into his library, orphaned and afraid, a wild girl with scraped knees and fury in her eyes. Marco had watched the troubled orphan become a rebellious youth, then a fierce soldier, then an equally fierce mother. She was the love of his life, and looking at her now, seeing her look so young again, all those memories came flooding back. Memories of war together. Of hunkering down in bomb shelters. Of crawling across burning wastelands. Of facing death but finding strength with each other. The pain of their past and his love for her overwhelmed him, a wave of grief and a wave of joy, crashing together inside him.
Marco approached her. "I love you, Addy."
She looked up at him. She was still rough around the edges. Tattoos covered her arms. Scars recalled her past wars. Losing her brother last year had broken something inside her. Kai Linden had died in her arms. Often Marco saw pain in Addy's blue eyes, and sometimes sadness tinged even her biggest smiles. She gave him one of those smiles now.
"I love you more, Marco."
"Impossible."
"Yet true."
He sat down beside her. "What are you reading?"
Her smile grew. She showed him the book. "Freaks of the Galaxy Volume XI! With extra freaks!"
Marco groaned. "Addy, not these freak books again."
"But they're good! Look. Look at this one!" She held a page open. "Conjoined twins. Attached by the heads. And their brains touch, Poet! Their brains touch!"
He pushed the book away. "That's ridiculous."
"No, it's real. They live on a planet named Hypnos on the edge of the galaxy. And because their two brains are combined, they have superintelligence. A superbrain! And they can see the future."
"Gee, maybe we should consult with them instead of the professor."
Addy didn't even seem to hear him. She flipped through the pages. "And look, Poet, look! The two-thousand-pound man! Nobody's ever grown this fat. Ever! It's only possible because he lives on a space station with zero gravity. Ooh, and look at this one!" She flipped to another page. "The boy born with three legs."
Marco frowned. "That's it? Doesn't seem too bad compared to the others."
"Three legs growing from his chest."
He rose to his feet. "I'm going to check on the kids."
"But wait, I didn't show you the amazing hunchbacked—"
"Not interested!"
Ah yes, Addy Linden, the love of his life. He had forgotten that she was also a maniac. Marco went to his children. Terri was still painting the landscape, and Marco admired her artwork. When he showered her with compliments, the girl beamed. Like Addy, like so many children born into war, Terri had suffered a difficult childhood.
Like all of us, Terri is traumatized, Marco thought. There are three ways trauma can change you. Trauma breaks some people, leaving them forever scarred, shattered into a thousand pieces that cannot be mended. Trauma hardens other people, forging them into warriors, cladding them in armor that can withstand anything. The third type is perhaps the rarest. Trauma turns these people into artists. Their pain fuels their art. They wrestle the pain and weave it into beauty. My wife travels the path of the warrior. But my daughter is like me. She's an artist.
Sam and Roza now—those two were already little Spartans. As Marco approached them among the olive trees, the twins pointed at him.
"An alien!" Roza cried.
"Get him!" Sam said.
They jumped onto him, and at ten years old, they were big. They knocked him down and wrestled him, and Marco laughed.
"I yield, I yield!"
They ignored him, pelting him with olives. As he laughed, roughhousing with his kids, Marco could finally put aside his fear. It still lurked inside him, a cold puddle in the pit of his stomach. But he could almost ignore it. He could find joy with his family. They were his life's work, he realized. They were his legacy. Not his accomplishments in the war. Not his medals. Not his novels. His family. If he had a few months to live, he would savor that time with them.
But then another thought struck him. One even more terrifying.
If he did live, if the treatment worked … he would live for centuries.
He would see his children age. See them die. And Marco didn't know which outcome was worse.
* * * * *
That night, Marco found himself exhausted. Utterly bone weary. He hadn't done much all day, just played with his kids. But throughout the day, anxiety had raged through him. He had been fighting an internal war. A war as vicious as any battlefield. Finally, with the kids asleep in one guest bedroom, Marco entered the second guest bedroom, the one he shared with Addy.
His wife was there, her hair unbraided. She stood by the bed, looking at him, eyes large and soft and damp. He knew she had been fleeing terror all day too, seeking distractions in her frivolities. He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly.
"You okay, Ads?" he whispered.
"I am now," she mumbled into his embrace. "When you hold me, I feel safe. From anything. The Angel of Death himself can't tear us apart."
But Marco knew he could. Oh, how well he knew that. Marco had lost enough loved ones to know that death was one tough sonuvabitch. You could only fight that angel for so long. But to hell with that. He had decided to toss anxiety away this week. He had another angel in this room with him.
He took her into bed and kissed her, and they made love—hot, passionate, and fast.
Very fast.
A moment or two later, they lay side by side, panting.
"Um … wow?" Addy said.
"Wow," Marco agreed, panting. He wiped sweat off his brow.
Addy checked her wristwatch. "What was that, thirty seconds?"
Marco took deep breaths. He felt himself blush. "I guess I'm … twenty again. Physically at least." He laughed uneasily. "The impatience of youth, huh?"
Addy grabbed his face and kissed him. "Again."
"Addy, you know I need a few hours to recover."
"Not anymore. We're young again, Marco. I'll keep you busy all night."
"Who needs sleep anyway?" Marco said. "I'll sleep when I'm dead."
Addy slapped his chest. "Don't talk like that. Don't talk at all. Just make me forget tomorrow. Make me forget everything."
They made love again and finally fell asleep, limbs entangled. But in Marco's dreams, his wife transformed. Her legs and arms became tentacles, and when she kissed him, she sucked on his face, pulling his skin into her waiting jaws, and he screamed into an abyss beyond the stars.
* * * * *
Finally Saturday came, and Professor Noah Isaac returned to the little house on the hill.
It had been among the hardest weeks of Einav's life. She had taken no time off. Previous presidents of Earth were infamous for taking long, lavish junkets. But before her demotion to politician, Einav had been a soldier. A general. She didn't know how to take time off. Not even now. Not even facing death. Not even if these were the last days to spend with her friends. With her son. While Marco found comfort with family, to Einav it only underscored the horror. Whenever she looked at her son, she saw the possibility of losing him.
So she worked all week. She worked hard, barely sleeping. She met with the Dalai Lama on Tuesday morning, the pope on Tuesday afternoon. On Wednesday, she hopped on a starship, flew to Mars, and met with the leaders of the colony. On Thursday, she flew even farther. In her presidential starship, the Tabernacle, she traveled the Wormhole Road to Alpha Centauri. There she visited the rulers of Haven, the largest planet in her fledgling galactic empire. By Friday, she was in London, sharing tea with the King of England. He drank Earl Grey. She chose chamomile.
And now Saturday was here. The holy day of rest. And she was back home. But she found no rest or solace. She prowled the halls and gardens of her small home, waiting, chewing her lip, tapping her fingers against her thigh. Finally she got out of her darned suit, pulled on a pair of jeans and an old T-shirt, and distracted herself with gardening. Nothing like anxiety to get those weeds plucked.
In the evening, as sunset draped across the walls of Jerusalem, a shuttle flew toward her house on the hill. Professor Noah Isaac stepped out.
Einav froze in her garden, a weed in her gloved hand. Addy was sitting by the lantana bush, reading Freaks of the Galaxy. The book dropped to her lap. Marco was learning from Terri how to paint. His brush drew a rough line across his delicate landscape.
"Children, go play inside," Addy said.
"But Mom—" they began.
"Go inside!"
They obeyed. Terri was eighteen already, no longer a child, but she too entered the home with the little ones.
They gathered in the garden among the olive and cypress trees. A wind rustled the lantana flowers, and a turtledove cooed. The sunset dappled the ground with beads of gold. Marco, Addy, and Einav stood together, facing the professor.
"Well?" Addy said, taking a step toward Noah.
The professor blanched and took a step back.
"I won't hurt you, man!" Addy said. "Do you have the test?"
Noah nodded. "Yes. It's in my pack." He placed a leather case on the garden table.
They all stared at the pack. There, on the table—the lottery of life. Their doom or youth.
"I spent all week studying the Methuselah serum," Noah said. "I tested it on hundreds of mice. Ran through thousands of computer simulations. I know more now. I have more accurate predictions. The odds of survival grow the younger a patient is when beginning the treatment. Einav, you were forty-three when you took the serum. Your survival odds are forty-nine percent. Marco, Addy, you're both forty-one. That means your survival odds are a little higher. Fifty-one percent. Of course, there are many other factors. General health, genetics, weight …"
" … how many hot dogs you eat," Marco said. Addy punched him.
"And a good element of chance," continued the professor. He winced. "I'm fifty-six, despite how I look now. My survival odds are lower. Only about thirty percent. If I were any older, I'd be doomed."
Marco and Einav listened quietly, but Addy was running out of patience, foot tapping.
"Can we just take the damn test?" she said.
Einav looked at the professor, sadness growing inside her. She still loved him. They had divorced, yes. He had a new woman in his life now. And often he infuriated her. But she still loved him. And his survival rates were low. So much lower than hers. He met her eyes and smiled softly. Einav stepped closer to him and held his hands.
"Have you taken the test yet, Noah?" she whispered.
He shook his head. "Not yet. I figured we'd take the test together. The results should come quickly. I just need to measure our telomeres. We'll know within minutes."
Einav nodded, something halfway between a smile and a grimace on her face, and tears dampened her eyes. "Let's do it."
The professor opened his satchel, revealing four syringes and test tubes. Einav winced. It was funny. She had fought alien armies. She had charged against enemy fleets. She had lost her arm in battle. And she still winced at the sight of a needle. Phobias were funny things.
Addy stepped closer. "I'll go first." She raised her chin and stuck out her left arm.
"I can't use your arm, Addy," the professor said. "It won't work through the tattoos."
Marco stifled a laugh. Addy groaned, turned around, pulled down her pants, and stuck out her backside. "Fine. Just make it quick, Doc."
"Addy!" Marco grabbed her and hitched her pants up. "Don't moon the professor! Just give him your other arm. There's blank space between the dragon and hockey stick."
"Oh. Right." Addy smiled and held out her right arm. "Go ahead, Doc."
He poked her arm between the tattoos, then deposited her blood into a test tube, mixing it with a purple solution. The liquid bubbled. The professor placed a sticker on the tube and wrote Addy on it.
"It'll be a few minutes," Noah said. "I can poke the rest of us while we wait."
"I'll go next," Marco said, holding out his arm. Soon a second test tube was bubbling.
Noah turned toward Einav. "Ready, Einavoosh?"
It was what he used to call her. He had not used that diminutive in years.
She nodded, smiled crookedly, and tapped her prosthetic. "Better not use this arm." She held out her good arm. "Make it quick."
She screwed her eyes shut and tried to ignore the thought of a needle piercing her.
"All done," Noah said. She hadn't felt a thing. He wrote Einav on her test tube and placed it with the others.
Finally the professor jabbed himself. Four test tubes bubbled on the table. Four humans stared, waiting for their fate.
"All we must do now is wait," the professor said. "Just a minute longer."
"Bo-ring!" Addy said.
"If the solution turns blue, you'll live," Noah said. "You'll live a very long life, in fact. I'm not sure how long. A century. Maybe two centuries. Maybe even three."
"That's how long it feels we must wait," Addy said.
Noah's eyes darkened. "If the solution turns white, that means we'll age rapidly. Years will go by like days. We won't live for more than a few months."
A collective shudder passed through them. They all stared at the vials, holding their breath. Blue or white. Youth or decay. The clock ticked.
* * * * *
Addy had gotten the jab first. And her vial changed first too.
The liquid began to swirl, then fizz, then change colors rapidly like an excited Menorian. They all gathered around, watching.
"What's it doing?" Addy demanded.
"Just a few more seconds until it settles," Noah said.
Einav's heart trembled in her chest. She grabbed Addy's hand and squeezed it. Addy squeezed back.
Please, God, Einav prayed. Please let her live. Please.
She surprised herself. She was not normally one to pray. She was raised in religion, but she had lost her faith somewhere along the way. Too many hardships. Too much loss. Yet now, holding the hand of her friend, she prayed. She wasn't sure if she was praying to God, to the old stones, maybe simply to the universe.
I already lost Lailani, Einav prayed. I already lost Kemi. I lost every female friend I ever had to war. Please, God. Please let Addy live.
The vial gave a last gurgle, then became a clear, pure blue.
The bubbles settled. The test was complete.
Blue.
Addy let out a sob. She looked at the professor, ears flooding.
"Does that mean …?"
"You'll live," said Noah, smiling.
Addy wept. Marco hugged her, crying too, and Einav hugged them both, relief flowing through her.
Thank you, Einav prayed silently. Thank you.
The three friends held each other, tears mingling, trembling together.
"Marco, your results are almost here," Noah said.
Sniffing, the friends turned toward Marco's test tube. The solution bubbled, swirled, and …
Addy let out an ear-crushing cheer.
Blue! It was blue! Marco would live!
Einav found herself sobbing again. She hugged Marco, her tears wetting his cheek, and Addy crushed them both in her arms.
Thank you, God, Einav thought, eyes screwed shut. Thank you, old stones. Thank you, universe.
It was her turn now.
They all looked at her test tube, silent. Addy clasped Einav's right hand, squeezing tight. Marco held her left hand. The prosthetic hand. Through the neural fibers in the prosthetic, she felt his hand tighten.
Oddly, Einav did not pray this time. She could not even form words in her mind. She stared at the tube. At her fate.
The solution settled.
She lowered her head, tears on her cheeks.
Vaguely she was aware of Marco and Addy hugging her, crying out, but they sounded so far away. She trembled, let out a sob, and fell to her knees.
Blue. She would live. She would live!
She opened her eyes, gazing at the stars, and laughed. She could not stop laughing even as tears fell down her cheeks. She would live! She would live for centuries. All three of them would.
"Thank you, God," she whispered through her laughter and her tears. Marco and Addy were jumping up and down, kissing each other, kissing her, embracing, celebrating.
But there was one more test tube. They all calmed down and watched it bubble.
Just one more, Einav thought. Come on, just one more!
Damn it, she still loved the man. He was still the father of her son.
Come on! One more!
Slowly Noah's test tube changed color.
White.
As white as snow. As white as a shroud. The white of death.
All the laughter silenced. All the celebrations died. Einav stared at her ex-husband, eyes wide, shocked silent. He looked back, his face oddly blank.
"I'm sorry," Noah said softly. "I'm sorry I have to leave."
And Einav was sinking. The world was spinning. She was plunging into a pit.
She rushed toward Noah and embraced him, her tears of joy becoming tears of grief. As his arms wrapped around her, she thought of all the good times they had. How they met aboard a starship where he served as science officer. How he taught her. Mentored her. Then loved her. The joy she felt walking down the aisle with him. Raising a son with him. Her dear, sweet professor. Their marriage had failed, but right now, Einav could not think of the bad times. Only the joy. It was funny how joyous memories could bring her such devastating grief.
The sun set over the Judaean mountains. Darkness cloaked the dunes. A shadow fell over Einav's life.




CHAPTER FOUR 

Whoso Is Wise
Over a thousand people filled the cemetery, wearing white, the color of mourning. Har HaMenuchot—Mount of Those Who Rest—crowned a serene hilltop in Jerusalem, overlooking hills and valleys draped with pines. In the east, past old brick homes and ancient walls, one could just make out the desert. The graves clustered close together. No grass grew between them. No flowers bloomed. This was a place of stone. A handful of cypresses was the only greenery. The slender trees stood like sentinels, guarding the dead.
Like everyone else, Einav wore white. White trousers. A white buttoned-down shirt. It had ever been her country's color of grief. Carl stood by her side, holding her hand, dressed in a miniature copy of her outfit. The boy had tears in his eyes.
"Look how many people came," she told him. "Look how many loved your father."
Every professor from the Hebrew University had come today. So had hundreds of students and alumni. Many fans were here too. Noah had been a celebrated professor and scientist. But if it were just that, the funeral would have been smaller. Noah had also written bestselling popular science books. He had easily sold more books than Einav and Marco combined. Through his books, he had taught the love of science to millions.
Carl was not comforted. "I don't care," the boy said. "I don't care how many other people loved him. I only care that he's my dad. And he's gone."
The past few months had been hard. They had watched Noah become young again … only to begin aging rapidly. Within weeks, he looked fifty-six again. Then he looked like a man in his sixties. By winter, he was in a wheelchair, skin wrinkled, hair merely white wisps. The doctors said that at the end, his body was over a hundred years old. In biological age at least. They had watched him live half his life that year, speeding through time. While other men might have raged against the dying of the light, Noah had faced his rapid aging with humor and grace. Even in his final days, he smiled warmly whenever he saw his family, cracked jokes, and his eyes twinkled. Einav suspected he put on a mask for their benefit. When she tended to him at night, she saw his tears.
And now he was gone.
Noah had been a famous (or infamous, depending on who you asked) atheist. But bizarrely, he had asked for a Jewish funeral. Had he found God at the end? No, Einav did not think so. Perhaps he had found a love for tradition more than faith.
He lay now on the litter, wrapped in a shroud. According to their customs, he was not embalmed, not placed in a coffin. From ashes he had come. To ashes he would return. He seemed so small. The shroud hid his face, but she would still remember it. Gaunt. Gray. Withered. This all seemed wrong. He was Professor Noah Isaac, for God's sake! They should be scattering his ashes across a nebula or something. Not this. Not something so old, so traditional, so … so unlike him. Why had he chosen this?
The rabbi began to chant and pray. The funeral was commencing. Einav lifted one end of the litter. Meytal, the professor's grieving widow, lifted the other end. He had married her during his final days. A wedding and funeral within a month. Meytal was inconsolable, weeping as she carried her end of the litter. But Einav was silent, walking solemnly.
It was strange, she thought. So many people loved Noah, but at the end of the day, he was lonely. No siblings, no parents. Friends but not close ones. Colleagues? Yes. Fans? Aplenty. So what? Ten million fans are not as valuable as a single friend. He needed his ex-wife to carry his litter.
She wondered if it had hurt him. Seeing the close bond Einav had with Marco and Addy. Knowing he would never be a part of that bond. Never find friendship as close. Walking here, Einav felt so blessed to have Marco and Addy in her life. She had lost so many people, but she had them. She looked aside and saw them standing there, dressed in white in honor of her customs, and gratitude filled her eyes.
A memory returned to her. Twenty-three years ago, Einav had commanded a platoon full of fresh recruits. She had ordered them to lift litters heavy with dummies, mimicking wounded soldiers. For hours, they carried those litters across the burning desert. She had carried a litter too—along with Marco, Addy, and Lailani. They had been just recruits; she had been an officer already. But they had carried that weight together.
So much had changed since those days. They had fought wars. They had lost Lailani, a pillar of their lives, the fourth corner of the structure that had always kept them together. Einav had never imagined she would be president someday. She had never imagined herself at forty-three.
But biologically, she wasn't forty-three anymore. She was young. She was as young and strong as she had been back then. Somewhere along the way, she had lost her innocence. Innocence? No, maybe not. She had never been innocent per se. She had grown up a military brat, the daughter of a refugee-turned-officer. No, perhaps Einav had never been innocent. But she had lost her enthusiasm. Her idealism. Maybe she had lost the brightness in her eyes. Leadership did that to you.
Stop navel-gazing, she scolded herself. This day is not about you. It's about Noah.
They reached the grave, and as the rabbi prayed, as the people wept, they lowered him into the ground. Then they began to fill his grave with dirt. As every shovel full of soil fell, hiding more of his shroud, the people wept harder. Carl gave the grave a trembling salute, then hugged his mother and wept.
It's just you and me now, Einav thought.
She was the president of Earth … and a single mother. And somehow, through these challenges, she must prepare for the terror she knew lurked out there. The creatures in the darkness. They had been haunting her nightmares. She still remembered the prophecy of the Dreamer, the terrible computer that had nearly destroyed the world. She had fought him, defeated him, but his dreams still haunted her. The visions still danced behind her eyelids. Enormous creatures. Some the size of starships. Others the size of worlds. Gods from beyond the galaxy. Squirming. Tentacles flailing. Crossing the void.
Coming here.
Coming for her.
Standing in the Jerusalem cemetery, Einav raised her eyes to the sky. That sky was azure, but in her mind, the blue veil seemed to part—just a little bit, just for an instant—revealing the darkness. And the darkness stared back.
* * * * *
Throughout the funeral, Marco could not think about the professor. It was horrible perhaps. He had come here to honor the man, yet while they buried him, Marco's mind was elsewhere. He grieved not for today. But for tomorrow.
Tomorrow. Cursed tomorrow! March 8, 2166. A day Marco had been dreading for years.
As they filled the grave with soil, that date danced through his mind, taunting him. As they returned to Einav's house, and mourners gathered for food, drinks, and tales of Noah's adventures, Marco was silent, brooding, fearing the ticking of the clock.
Tick. Tock. Second by second. Inching toward March eighth.
At one point, Addy pulled him aside. The house was full of visitors. Professors, students, distant relations. Einav was holding court, welcoming the mourners. Addy dragged Marco through the crowd, jostling mourners with her elbows, raising a few eyebrows. She shoved Marco into a corner.
"Stop fretting!" she said.
"I'm not fretting."
"You keep checking your watch. And tapping your foot. And biting your nails."
He bristled. "I'm not biting my nails."
"Look!" She grabbed his hand. "Bitten nails. Marco, she'll be fine."
Marco heaved a sigh. "I know. But she's my little girl, Addy."
Her face softened. "Terri is eighteen. She's strong. Smart. Capable. She'll be all right."
One more day. Less than a day! Just a few hours. And Terri Emery, his eldest daughter, would be drafted into the military.
It was a time of peace. The Pax Terra, they called it. After decades of war, Earth had finally defeated her enemies. The scum, the marauders, the grays—they were vanquished. Under the leadership of Einav Ben-Ari, humanity had carved its place in the galaxy, and none could withstand Earth's might. From a frightened little world, crushed under the heel of the centipedes, Earth had emerged victorious to forge an empire. Things were different from when Marco had been drafted. Back then, Einav—his commanding officer—had plunged him headfirst into a bloody galactic war. Marco had to remind himself that Terri would not face such hardship.
Even now, during the Pax Terra, conscription was still mandatory across Earth. After all, the galaxy still swarmed with hostile aliens. And there were those rumors of the hydrians, a cruel empire from another galaxy. Best to keep on guard. Still, army life was easier now. Mandatory service time had been cut down from five years to three. Conditions on bases improved; Marco heard soldiers these days got actual chicken and potatoes to eat, not just spam and gruel. Most importantly, barely any soldier saw action anymore. Only the random scuffle against pirates or rebels. Nothing like what Marco and his friends had endured. It was a good time. A safe time. He knew this. And yet …
"You're right, Addy," Marco said. "You're right. I'm just neurotic by nature, I suppose. And being a father made it worse. To me, Terri is still just a child. But I suppose I need to realize she's no longer a little girl. To let her grow up, find her own path, and—"
Addy gasped. "They have hot dogs!"
She ran between mourners, nearly knocking a few down, and rushed the buffet table. A somewhat bemused aunt had just placed down a platter of sausages. Addy grabbed the platter and went to town.
"Addy, you can't eat the entire platter!" Marco whispered, hurrying toward her. "Those are for everyone."
"Not kosher," she mumbled through a mouthful. "I'm doing everyone a favor."
"Addy, those are beef sausages."
"And they're delicious!" She found a seat, placed the platter on her lap, and focused on eating.
That evening, as the guests trickled out, Marco approached Einav. She stood in the kitchen, her back to him, tidying this or that, just trying to keep herself busy. Through the window, Marco saw Carl sitting in the garden. Sam and Roza were consoling the boy.
"Einav?" Marco said.
She turned toward him, eyes damp, and managed a shaky smile. "Hi, Marco."
"I …" He shifted his weight. "Addy and I, we have to leave. Normally we'd stay with you overnight, but with Terri tomorrow, and—"
"It's all right, Marco." She wiped her eyes and embraced him. "Thank you for being here today."
He held her close. "I'm here for you, Einav. Always. Forever. Whatever you need, let me know. Canada isn't too far when you own a space shuttle. Even a hot-dog-shaped one."
Einav kissed his cheek. "Thank you, Marco. For everything. For being my best friend."
Marco had to admit—even now, after all these years of close friendship, it felt strange. Einav had been his officer. She had commanded him in battle. For many years, he would snap to attention when she approached, salute her, call her ma'am. But time marched on. Time changed people. Changed relationships. Changed hearts. And every year that went by strengthened the bond he felt with Einav. A bond that grew from admiration to friendship. Every year, he loved her more. His leader. His captain. His friend.
On a whim, he took a step back and saluted.
Her face became solemn. She knew what it meant. Knew the deep significance and loyalty of this gesture after so many years. They had not forgotten. They were friends. Best friends. But Marco was still here to fight for her. And she knew it. Eyes dry and hard, she returned the salute.
* * * * *
Marco walked outside, for a moment feeling very alone, feeling lost, feeling guilty for leaving Einav with her burden. For a quarter century, he had been her soldier. He had been as a knight serving his queen. Oddly, though he knew it was ridiculous, he almost felt like he was leaving her on a battlefield.
It's a time of peace, he reminded himself. Pax Terra.
A coldness filled his belly. A fear that this was a false peace. Just a break before the storm raged again. That all they had built would come crashing down.
Marco walked across the hilltop under the stars. Addy was herding the kids into the Flying Hot Dog. What a sight it was, that ship on the hill! It was shaped like a hot dog in a bun, painted red and yellow. Marco sighed. Why had he ever let her buy that ridiculous machine? Yet seeing his family—crazy as they were—soothed him. Truly he was blessed.
Terri was already inside the ship. Marco sat beside her, leaving Addy to fly the ship. His daughter looked at him and smiled, and he squeezed her shoulder. It still felt strange. He was her father, but with the Methuselah treatment, he barely looked older.
"Doing all right, kiddo?" he said.
"Nervous as heck, but excited too," Terri answered. "Dad, you're probably more nervous than I am."
"Oh, he is!" Addy cried from the cockpit. "Now hold on to your hot dogs. We're blasting up!"
She shoved down a lever. The starship rumbled and shook and roared skyward on a pillar of fire. The g-force shoved them all back into their chairs.
"Woo, we're going to fight aliens!" little Roza cried.
"You're an alien," said Sam, pointing a toy gun at her. "Zap!"
"You are!"
"You are!"
"You're both aliens!" Addy said. "Now be quiet or I'll blast you both out the airlock."
Within minutes, they breached the atmosphere and glided into space. The g-force eased. The rumbling engines soothed. They glided in the night. From space, past layers of haze and sky, you could always see the stars better. The panoply spread above, and the Milky Way flowed like a river.
Thousands of other starships flew around them. Most were so far they simply appeared as lights zipping back and forth like fireflies. Some were larger—big, lumbering cargo ships, freighters, tankers, and warships. Some of those ships were orbiting Earth. Others docked at space stations. Some were blasting off into the distance, heading to the stars. Most of the ships were human made. But many were alien. Earth had become a local hub in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way, and many civilizations came to visit.
They were a small empire, all things considered. Humans had colonized Alpha Centauri and a few other nearby stars. That was about it. They were small potatoes. Some empires out there blazed like great fires, spanning a million stars. Earth was a candle. But this candle in the dark was precious and could someday grow into a great light. There were a hundred billion stars in this galaxy alone, many colonized by other species but most still unexplored.
Marco raised his eyes and gazed beyond the stars. From here, he could just make out Andromeda galaxy. Billions of other galaxies—maybe an infinite number of them—shone farther out, too far to see with the naked eye. No human starship had ever flown to another galaxy. As far as Marco knew, even aliens couldn't do that. The universe beyond the Milky Way was a mystery. Unexplored. Unknowable. No wormhole led there. No ship could fly there. The void spun Marco's head. Vertigo seized him, and he clasped the arms of his seat for support.
A memory filled him. The Dreamer. A powerful artificial intelligence, a creation of man that had nearly destroyed mankind. Marco had fought hordes of the Dreamer's machines. He had cut through the cyborg armies. He had battled his way to the Dreamer himself. A tree. A great, twisting tree of metal and glass, forming fractals and impossible patterns, neurons folding into neurons. The tree of life and death. Men hung from the branches, drained of life, pulsing with electricity, speaking with the voice of the machine.
The Dreamer had seen the future. And he had seen the hydrians. Aliens from another galaxy. Beings so powerful they were more like gods. He had seen them destroy Earth.
No. No!
Marco dug his fingers into the armrests. He would not let it happen! Let them come. Let them try! Earth was strong. Earth was ready. They had defeated many enemies before.
But not enemies this powerful, a voice whispered inside him. Not aliens who can travel between galaxies. We'd be like children before them. Like worms!
Marco tightened his lips.
Then we will become venomous snakes. And we will bite their legs until they fall.
"Dad, you all right?" Terri asked, poking him.
Marco blinked, bringing his mind back to the present. For a moment, he had forgotten he was in the Flying Hot Dog.
"Yes, I'm fine."
But Terri seemed unconvinced. "You sort of spaced out there for a moment."
"Well, we are in space."
"Point taken."
Addy's voice came from the cockpit. "Hold on to your buns! We're going back in!"
Marco glanced out the porthole. During his flashback, the Flying Hot Dog had orbited across the Atlantic. They now hovered over Canada. His home. It was strange, Marco thought. How they still clung to individual nations. From up here, you couldn't see borders. He had spent years fighting in space. All of Earth, this blue marble in the darkness, was his home. Yet Canada was still special to him. As Israel was to Einav. As perhaps all nations still were to their people, no matter how far they traveled. It was a primitive instinct, perhaps, a vestige of human tribalism, a generational memory of when Earth was large and your own country seemed vast. Well, whatever the reason, and no matter what little sense it made in the twenty-second century, Marco was flying home, and that soothed him.
He and Addy had been born and raised in Toronto, but today they lived in a cottage in the wilderness. It was a quaint home, not too big but roomy enough for the family, built along a stream with good fishing and a forest full of deer. Addy landed the less-than-bucolic Flying Hot Dog by the cottage. The sun had set over Jerusalem, but there was still daylight in Canada.
As soon as she exited the ship, Addy began building a campfire.
"You can't seriously think about eating more hot dogs," Marco said.
"I'm not a pig, Marco." She rolled her eyes, and then her face lit up. "I'm making s'mores!"
The twins cheered.
That night, their bellies full of marshmallowy goodness, Marco stepped into Terri's room as the girl crawled into bed.
"Um, Dad?" she said. "I'm eighteen. A bit too old for you to tuck me into bed, don't you think?"
"You are. I wish I could have been there for you when you were younger. I wish I could have tucked you into bed during those years."
Her face softened. She pulled the blanket up to her chin. "I know. So do I."
He still remembered that day five years ago. The dirty, scrawny orphan showing up at his house. Scarred. Missing one eye. Introducing herself as his daughter. He had not known she existed, but he should have known. He should have been there for her. Raised her. Protected her from her childhood monsters. He wanted to say all this now but didn't know how. Maybe he didn't need to. Terri understood. She yawned and fell asleep surprisingly easily.
She was right. Marco was more nervous than she was.
* * * * *
The next morning, the family woke up early. They flew the shuttle south to Toronto. The forests and rivers gave way to farmlands, then to suburbia, then to the urban jungle. Hundreds of skyscrapers soared, glittering in the morning sun. Highways and interchanges looped and coiled and swarmed with millions of cars. Countless shuttles buzzed above the city like bees. It was hard to believe this was the same Toronto from Marco's childhood. Back then, Toronto had been a city in ruin, a place of broken buildings and broken souls, crushed under the weight of the scum wars. Half the population had fallen. But Toronto had risen from ruin. The city thrived, a bustling metropolis, home to millions.
This is a time of peace, Marco reminded himself. A time when we're strong. Terri will be okay.
They landed at McNaughton Spaceport. The flags of the Human Defense Force fluttered proudly in the wind, displaying a phoenix rising from ashes. Soldiers manned the walls and gates, wearing olive drab, rifles hanging across their backs. Military shuttles, tanks, and jeeps parked on the tarmac. Thousands of teenagers stood waiting outside with their families. Terri was not the only eighteen-year-old being drafted today.
The family stepped out of the Hot Dog. Marco looked around at the familiar sights. Some mothers wept and clung to their children. Some fathers beamed with pride, others gave their children awkward handshakes, and some seemed as nervous as Marco. A few teenagers were trembling, even crying, while others chatted with their friends, bragging about how many aliens they'd kill. But most were like Terri. They just stood quietly, overwhelmed.
"You all right, kiddo?" Marco asked.
Terri nodded. "Sure am." But he saw how pale she looked, how she was biting her nails when she thought nobody was looking.
Marco slung his arm around Addy. "Remember this place, Ads?"
She nodded, inhaled deeply, and sighed contentedly. "The smell! The smell of fear. I missed this."
Marco thought back to that day. He and Addy had been only eighteen. They had just graduated from high school. He had been a bookish librarian's son with dreams of becoming an author. The army was the last place he had wanted to be. But Addy had been so excited, hopping around, punching the air, bragging that she'd slay a million scum and win the war. Marco remembered the days that followed. Days of brutal boot camp in the desert. Days of war.
Those had been the worst days of Marco's life. But oddly, they had also been the best days. He had fallen in love with Lailani. He had met Einav Ben-Ari, a mentor and leader who became a lifelong friend. He had learned about courage, honor, and sacrifice. To this day, he often thought fondly of his years in the military. Friends had died in his arms. He had seen horrors beyond telling. But there had also been times of companionship, good cheer, and adventure.
He remembered that time they had participated in a training exercise, simulating an attack on a city. The recruits had all dressed up in civilian clothes from a big bin. Lailani had worn a summer dress and wide-brimmed hat, and they had teased her, calling her an elegant lady, said she looked like Audrey Hepburn. How the little tomboy had fumed! And he remembered Benny "Elvis" Ray crooning in the showers, pulling pranks, mimicking their commanders, always ready with a joke and a smile. He remembered sweet Caveman with the big muscles and slow mind, speaking wistfully of his flowerbeds. He thought of Jackass, braying like a donkey, putting on a show, but secretly harboring a love of literature.
So many friendships. So many people Marco had fought alongside. Learned to love. Most of them were dead now. The wars had taken so many. Some had died in battle. Some had ended their own lives, unable to confront their demons. From those days, only Addy and Einav still remained. Good days. Sweet memories. Tragic losses.
"You're going on an adventure," he told Terri. "You'll make lifelong friends and maybe some enemies. You'll go through hard times, some of the hardest in your life, but there'll be times of sweetness too, times of laughter and awe. And we'll be waiting for you here. Your family."
Addy scoffed. She was eying a few of the young soldiers guarding the base. "Look at them. What are those? Plasma rifles?" She snickered. "When we were soldiers, we used good old-fashioned bullets. Like real soldiers. The kids these days are spoiled."
Marco shrugged. "I like the new rifles."
She snorted. "You would."
He bristled. "What does that mean?"
Addy watched a private walk by, carrying a shiny new Masada plasma rifle. She shook her head in disgust, then coned her hand around her mouth. "Use bullets like a real man!"
"Ad-dy!" Eyes bugging out, Marco grabbed her and pulled her aside. "You'll get us arrested. Or shot."
She cracked her knuckles and grinned. "I'd like to see them try. I'll teach the young ones a thing or two."
He sighed. "I knew I shouldn't have brought you to a military base. It's like bringing a recovering alcoholic to the liquor store."
A young corporal approached Marco and Addy. "Recruits! Head over to Terminal 3 for processing."
Marco blinked. The soldier was addressing Terri … but also him and Addy. Of course. He had almost forgotten that he looked young again.
"Sure!" Addy grinned, looking all of twenty. "I'm up for another round. Marco, you in?"
"Addy, no!" Marco grabbed her arm and pulled her back.
A barricade surrounded Terminal 3. Military shuttles waited there, ready to take the recruits off to basic training. Nobody knew where boot camp would be. Even Marco, a retired brigadier, had no idea. Terri might be taken to a base in North Africa like Fort Djemila, where Marco and Addy had trained. Or she could be flown to one of the new boot camps in space. First she would go through several days of processing, carted from here to there, poked and prodded, then finally sent off to God knows where. Marco didn't know when he'd see her again.
He gave his daughter a crushing hug. Addy joined the embrace. The twins patted Terri on the back.
"Go kill some aliens for us," Roza said.
"No killing aliens!" Marco said. "We're at peace now. May we remain at peace."
He couldn't stop his eyes from dampening. He hugged Terri one more time, not wanting to let go. But then soldiers opened the gates, and they herded the recruits in. Marco, Addy, and the twins stood outside the barricade, watching the shuttles take off, carrying Terri and a thousand other teenagers into space.
Marco watched them rise on plumes of smoke, but in his mind, he saw the fire. Enemy ships broke through the clouds, raining down plasma. Soldiers ran across the battlefield, shouting, falling like the rain. Marco ran with them, blood on his face, a gun in his hands, as his friends burned around him. As the claws tore through them. As his brothers gazed at him, begging for air, begging for their mothers before their eyes went dark. He crawled through the ash and blood, moving among the bodies of friends he loved. Knowing he might soon join them. And the aliens kept coming. And the fire kept hailing down.
"Marco!" Addy reached through the flames, her face covered in soot and blood. She grabbed him as the bullets whizzed all around, as the alien ships kept rumbling and the centipedes kept swarming. "Marco! You're shaking."
He blinked. The fire pulled back like curtains. The centipedes vanished. Addy was there. Not Addy as she had been, burned and bleeding. But Addy who was his wife. The mother of his children. Addy in a time of peace. He took deep breaths, waking from the nightmare.
"Daddy?" Roza whispered.
"Dad, you okay?" Sam said, tugging on his arm.
He looked at them. At his beautiful wife and beautiful children. He looked around him at a thriving city. At a world at peace. But in his mind, he could only see those skyscrapers tumbling down.




CHAPTER FIVE 

The Methuselah Problem
That night, comfortably back home, Marco could not stop worrying about Terri. He sat in a warm, cozy cabin. He had a home-cooked meal on his table (and it wasn't even hot dogs). He was safe and sheltered. And his little girl was God knew where. Was she freezing cold in the arctic? Was she burning hot in a desert? Was she on another planet entirely? Maybe she hadn't even been sorted yet, was still stuck in bureaucratic hell. Or maybe another war was starting! Maybe she was being shipped out as cannon fodder. Marco kept imagining worse and worse scenarios until Addy grabbed him, shook him, and slapped his cheek.
"Get a grip, man!"
"Addy! Ow."
She placed her hands on her hips. "Sorry, but you needed that. You've been pacing. Pacing, Marco! You're making me nervous."
He heaved a sigh. "I suppose you're right. You know me. I'm a worrywart."
"Yes, well, warts are infectious. So sit your ass down on the couch, grab a beer, and relax, man."
"All right, Addy, all right." He walked into the living room.
"No pacing!" Addy said.
"I'm just walking into the—"
"You're pacing again! There's a difference. I can tell."
He rolled his eyes and slumped onto the couch. "There. I'm relaxing. My beer?"
Addy tilted her head. "You don't know where the kitchen is?"
"Yes, but I thought I wasn't allowed to walk anymore."
His beloved wife let out a groan that wouldn't shame a rhino. "You're lucky I'm going in there for popcorn anyway."
Looking up from the couch, Marco raised an eyebrow. "Popcorn? Not hot dogs? Are you a Sumerian or a Canaanite demon, and why are you possessing my wife?"
"Hey!" Her hands returned to her hips. "I'm not just some mindless hot-dog-eating monster. It's not like I eat them every day."
"Okay, so should I call a priest or a rabbi?"
Addy shrugged. "Depends which one you want to officiate at your funeral."
She wandered into the kitchen, then returned with a pack of beers, a giant bowl of popcorn, and bags of chocolate-covered peanuts. She flopped down onto the couch beside him.
"We're out of hot dogs, aren't we?" Marco said. "You literally ate every single hot dog in the house."
"Not true. Roza ate one. Pass me the remote control. Oh, and by the way, we need to visit the grocery store first thing tomorrow morning."
She snatched the remote. Not long ago, Addy had bought and refurbished an antique television. Right from the early twenty-first century. Not even a replica. An authentic piece of ancient technology. It belonged in a museum. Addy had spent days in the garage, removing old components, adding new tech, and connecting the television to their holofeed broadcaster. Her creation could take the holofeed, translate it into a two-dimensional image, and display it on the TV screen in glorious old pixels.
"Why?" Marco had asked her.
"Because old tech is the best tech," she had replied.
"First you buy the Flying Hot Dog and turn it into our starship. Now this. What's next?"
"A hockey rink in the basement, if you keep asking."
He stopped asking. Addy had barely graduated high school (only copying Marco's work had saved her), and she wouldn't read a book unless it included photos of freaks, but she had a remarkable mind for engineering. And for mischief. A dangerous combination. If Marco pushed her too far, she would flood and freeze the basement just to spite him.
They sat on the couch, relaxing in front of the retro TV set. As Addy flipped through channels, Marco slung his arm around her, and she leaned against him. Just her presence, her touch, eased his anxiety. He almost felt foolish to have worried so much. Terri would be all right. The world would be okay. There was peace. He was with family. He must let go of that old pain. Things were fine.
Addy kept flipping. "Space Galaxy episode … yawn." She tapped the remote.
"Hey, I like Space Galaxy."
"Nerd." She flipped through a few more channels. "Lame. Seen it. Seen it. Boring. In French. Seen it."
"Addy, just stop on one channel."
He snatched the remote from her. At random, they had landed on a news station. Marco's eyes widened. Meytal was on TV! The professor's second wife—and now widow. She sat in a studio, solemn and sad, speaking to an interviewer.
". . . and when he took the serum, Noah thought he'd regain his youth," the young widow was saying. "The president took the serum too. But now my husband is dead, and she—"
"Bo-ring!" Addy said, reaching for the remote.
"Addy, no!"
"Let's see if there's a hockey game on."
"Ad-dy!" He pulled the remote away from her.
They watched the broadcast. Marco didn't know Meytal all that well. He had met her several times in Jerusalem. A nice enough girl, he supposed, but something of a publicity hound. Meytal was a walking controversy. A student dating her professor? Scandal! That professor being the famous Noah Isaac? Shocking! The famous Noah Isaac divorcing the president of Earth herself, then marrying his student? Tabloids rejoice! And now a whole new level of scandal erupted. The professor was dead. The cause of death—an experimental drug meant to restore youth. Was it any wonder Meytal was on TV?
The interviewer leaned forward, frowning, listening raptly as Meytal shared her story. Marco groaned. Great. The interviewer was Carson Cobb, host of Carson Cobb Questions Everything, a popular news program. Of all the journalists in the world!
"I hate that guy," Marco muttered.
"Hey, I like Carson!" Addy said. "He tells it like it is."
"He's a blowhard!" Marco said. "He relies on sensationalism, hyperbole, and misinformation to scare and divide his audience—then profit."
Addy snorted. "Says you. I like him. Especially the section where he interviews freaks. Remember the episode last night? When he interviewed the granny with a tail? It was hilarious."
"Addy, that poor woman was the victim of unscrupulous genetic engineering and—"
"And she could wag her tail and everything!" Addy laughed. "Gotta love Carson."
"Shush. Let's listen to Meytal."
Addy's eyes lit up. "And Carson!"
"Shh."
Carson tapped a pen against the tabletop. "Meytal, how would you describe your final days with the professor?"
The young woman dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. "They were beautiful, Carson. I got to live an entire lifetime with him. He aged a year every day. After he took the serum, he became young again. He was no older than I am. Biologically, at least. But then, every day, we saw the changes. Within a month, he was a middle-aged man again, his hair gray, his joints stiff. A month after that, he was an old man, frail, his hair white and wispy. Another month and he died of old age. He was like a man of a hundred years by the end. On his deathbed, I held his liver-spotted hand and kissed his wrinkled cheek, and he smiled at me. He told me that he was blessed because he lived a full life with me at his side."
The camera zoomed in as Meytal's tears fell. Sad violins played.
Addy nudged Marco. "Why aren't you ever that romantic?"
He rolled his eyes. "If I'm ever on my deathbed, dying from a rare genetic mutation, I will be."
She hugged him. "Aww."
Carson handed Meytal a cup of water. "The story you shared is beautiful. Yet also infuriating. And it raises many questions. Is it true that President Einav Ben-Ari took the serum too? And suffered no adverse effects?"
Meytal did not drink. "It's true, Carson. I saw her at Noah's funeral. Einav is a woman in her midforties. And I tell you, Carson, she looked younger than me. She could have been twenty. She took the serum. I know it! So did her friends. Marco Emery. Addy Linden."
Addy gasped and clutched Marco's hand. "That's us! We're famous!"
"Who?" Carson asked.
"Officers who served under Ben-Ari," Meytal said. "War heroes. They invaded the scum lair on Arakavish and defeated the empress. They raised Earth in rebellion against the marauders. They led armies in the war against the grays."
"Never heard of them. But this raises even more alarms." Carson turned toward the camera. "Why is President Einav Ben-Ari giving this youth-restoring serum to her loyal generals? Why does it seem to work for Ben-Ari and her cronies, yet when a humble professor receives the treatment, he dies? Are we to understand that this treatment just happens to work for the elites yet kills the common man?"
"This is bullshit!" Marco said, leaping to his feet from the couch.
"I'll say!" Addy clenched her fists. "How could he not know us?"
"Not that part," Marco said. "The implication he's making! What is that blowhard suggesting? That we purposefully gave Noah a fatal dose?"
"Could it be the president purposefully gave her ex-husband a fatal dose?" Carson said. "Is this some way for her to eliminate past lovers? And what does this say about you, dear viewer? You're not a president or a so-called war hero. Do you get to take this treatment at all? Or are you doomed to age and die like a commoner, while the elites enjoy eternal youth? I don't know the answers, dear viewer. I'm merely asking questions."
Addy gasped and covered her mouth. "Marco? Did Einav kill her ex-husband?"
"Of course not!" Marco exploded. "Bloody hell, Addy! The man's a liar! A fearmonger! A demagogue!"
"Bloody hell?" She kissed his cheek. "I love it how you get British when you're angry."
"Dear viewer, I'm fifty-one years old," said Carson to the camera, forgetting all about his guest. "A middle-aged man, you might say. Am I doomed to simply age and die while the rich, the powerful, and the well-connected remain young? I say we deserve answers. What exactly did kill the professor? What is the president hiding? And why won't she share her elixir of youth with us?"
The TV cut to commercials. A cartoon hippo bounced around marshmallow clouds, advertising Hungry Hippo Puffs. Marco slumped back on the couch and sighed.
"This will not end well. Addy, I have a bad feeling that—" He frowned. "Addy?"
"Shh!" She was on the phone, ordering Hungry Hippo Puffs.
* * * * *
Marco hated being right.
The next few days were a mess. A bloody mess. And all he could do was watch.
Dammit, he missed killing aliens. That was much easier than dealing with humans. At least you could shoot aliens.
Following Carson's interview (which racked up millions of views), protests erupted across the globe. In every major city, thousands took to the streets, chanting and waving signs. The largest protest happened in Jerusalem. The crowd surrounded Bet Eretz, furious. Marco watched from home, wringing his hands. Carson was on the ground in Jerusalem, covering the demonstrations. To Marco, it looked almost like a riot.
"We want youth! We want youth!" chanted some protesters, their gray hair fluttering in the breeze.
A shaggy old man in a jeans jacket grabbed Carson's mic. "Why the hell do the elite hoard the medicine? Don't I deserve to be young again? We want youth! We want youth!"
They marched around the palace, chanting, howling. A drone showed more protesters surrounding Einav's home outside the city walls. The police were barely keeping them back from her front door.
"This is terrible," Marco said, staring at the TV.
Addy was on her feet, fist in the air. "We want youth! We want youth!"
"Addy, sit down! You got your youth."
She blushed and joined him on the couch. "Sorry. You gotta admit, it's a catchy slogan."
But not everyone wanted the Methuselah serum. Other protesters gathered in Jerusalem and around the world. Some raised placards with drawings of skulls inside test tubes. Many held placards showing an aged, bald Professor Noah Isaac on his deathbed.
"Ban the drug, ban the drug!" they chanted in London, New York, Seoul, and many other cities.
"Ban the drug, ban the drug!" Addy chanted in the living room.
"Addy, sit down."
By noon, Carson was in America, interviewing a man with a wild beard and baseball cap.
"This whole thing is a plan by the elites to kill us off!" the bearded man said. "I read the leaks. You all did! The serum kills half the population. Half! I bet it's worse than that. This is all a plan for a new world order. Population control, that's what this is. Ban the drug! Ban the drug!"
As Marco watched the protests, Addy was scrolling through the shadowy underbelly of the internet. She chewed her lip. "Well, he wasn't lying. Somebody did leak info from the lab. I bet it was Meytal. Damn that girl! They know, Poet. That the drug can kill you."
By afternoon, the lab leak was everywhere. Journalists were reading it aloud for their viewers. Doctors, geneticists, and biologists hurried into studios to analyze the data. Even Marco, who had taken the damn drug, learned new things.
Apparently, in his last days, Noah had run tests on the serum. And on himself. The talking heads on TV were still arguing about the results. The odds of death, they were saying, increased with age. Marco already knew that. But Noah seemed to have cracked the exact formula. The odds of death were, according to his deathbed notes, one's age times 1.25. For a man of forty, for example, the odds of death were fifty percent. The odds of dying increased steadily, year by year, until at age eighty, they reached a hundred percent. Nobody had tested the serum on babies or children. Whether it worked for them was up for debate.
"Interesting," Marco said. "That means you can't just live your life, wait until you're eighty, then roll the dice. By then, you're dead. The longer you wait, the worse odds you have. Honestly, even in our forties, you and I were damn lucky, Ads. It was a coin toss for us."
"If I'd known the odds, I never would have taken the serum," Addy said.
"Me neither. Maybe if I were twenty, if my odds of death were only twenty-five percent. Actually, you know what, not even then. Too risky." Marco shuddered. "Well, we got lucky. Not only is our youth restored—our aging has also slowed down. Noah believed you could live for three hundred years with this treatment. Damn, we got lucky!"
Addy turned away from the TV, walked across the living room, and gazed out the window. A herd of deer was ambling through the forest outside. Roza and Sam were playing in the yard.
"You know, Marco, I didn't take the serum to live a long life. And not to restore my youth either. I only took it because Noah said the scum DNA was already inside us. That it intertwined with our own DNA. That the serum would make sure we didn't become monstrous." She lowered her head. "Like what happened with Lailani."
Marco joined her by the window. He lowered his head too. Remembering Lailani still hurt. Talking about her still felt so painful. He had loved her. They all did. She had fought with them throughout a quarter century of war. As they faced the grays, the cyborgs, the arachnid marauders—she was at their side. Today they were three. But for so long they had been four.
Yet Lailani had not been fully human. The alien DNA had changed her. Corrupted her. And now Lailani was gone while they lingered on.
"We lost so many friends," he said, holding Addy's hand.
"Marco, living for centuries sounds more like a curse than a blessing to me. We'll lose more people. We'll watch them grow old and die." She looked at him, tears in her eyes. "What about our kids, Marco? Will we watch them die of old age? And we'll still be young? What kind of luck is this? Maybe Noah was the lucky one."
Marco wrapped his arms around her. "We'll find some solution. For the kids. Maybe we'll figure out how to reverse the serum so we age normally. Maybe somebody will develop a serum that's safe for them to take, and they can live a long life with us."
She held him. "The thought of living for so long, seeing so much history, experiencing so much … it scares me, Marco. Hell, it terrifies me. But maybe I can just about tolerate it with you." She laughed and wiped a tear from her eye. "When we were young, when we were soldiers, I never thought we'd live to be thirty. Now we might live to be three hundred."
Marco nodded. "I remember when we turned thirty. I remember how shocked we were. I don't think either one of us expected it. Now we're in our forties, and . . ." He frowned. "Do you hear that?"
They both listened for a moment. They heard the chants from the television. "We want youth!" and "Ban the drug!"
But as they listened, it sounded like some chants were coming from outside the house. Marco stared out the window. The maple and birch trees rustled. The deer fled. Sam and Roza looked up from their games.
Marco's heart sank. "They found us. We're in the middle of the forest, and somehow they found us."
"Dammit!" Addy said. "I knew I should have put a fake address on my newsletter."
Marco gave her a cockeyed look. "You send out a newsletter?"
She nodded. "Auntie Addy's Fantastic Freaks. News about medical oddities, bizarre cryptids, and unexplained—"
"I'm sorry I asked." Marco opened the front door. "Sam, Roza, get inside!"
The twins looked at him, still sitting in the yard. They were playing with toy dinosaurs.
"But—" Sam began, holding a stegosaurus.
"Get in here!" Marco said.
"But—" Roza said, holding a triceratops.
"Kids, inside!" said Addy.
The twins ran inside. Marco blinked. "Addy, why do they listen to you but not— Oh, who cares right now?"
The chanting was getting louder. Marco could see people between the trees. Lots of people. He slammed the door shut and bolted it.
Within moments, the mob was at their doorstep. The chants rang outside. Megaphones blared. People raised placards. The crowd seemed divided into two camps. One half was shouting to destroy the serum. The other half was demanding a dose for themselves. Everyone was angry. The protesters surrounded the house, crowded along the dirt road, and stomped across the flowerbeds.
"My petunias!" Marco cried.
Addy suppressed a giggle.
The kids stared out the windows, eyes wide.
"What's the Methuselah serum?" Roza asked.
"Is it why you look different?" asked Sam.
Marco sighed. He had hoped to keep all this from the kids. Terri knew, of course, but she was eighteen. The twins were still young. Normally the two were fearless, braving the wilderness, wrestling, fishing, fighting. But now they clung to Addy and Marco, trembling.
"Ban the drug, ban the drug!"
"We want youth, we want youth!"
They came closer. They got louder. Einav had a police force to keep protesters at bay. Marco had a little wooden fence, and the protesters were trampling over it.
The crowd parted, allowing a tall, middle-aged man to approach the house. Marco's heart sank.
"Carson Cobb," he muttered.
Addy gasped. "He's here! Maybe he'll sign an autograph. Do you think he'd sign my freaks book?"
Standing on the petunias, Carson raised a megaphone. "Marco Emery! Addy Linden! We know you're there. And we demand answers! Did you take the serum? And why won't you share it with the rest of us?"
Before Marco could stop her, Addy opened the front door. Marco's heart, already hanging around his pelvis, now sank down to his feet. He remained indoors, cringing, watching Addy step onto the patio.
"Oh my God!" somebody cried. "She's turned into a monster!"
"What?" Addy said. "No!" She smoothed her hair, brushing out popcorn. "I just haven't showered in a while. And might have mustard on my pajamas. And on my face. Stop judging me!" She pointed at the crowd. "I am not a monster. I am a human being!"
Carson Cobb stepped onto the patio. "Ms. Linden, did you take the serum?" He shoved the microphone at her face.
"None of your business, Carson." She crossed her arms. "Maybe I just naturally look this youthful and beautiful."
"Ms. Linden, please be serious!" Carson said. "A man is dead! A renowned professor! The public demands to know."
"Yeah, well, the public can kiss my ass."
"That'll take all day," Marco muttered from indoors.
Addy spun around to glare at him. "Get out here, Marco."
He shook his head.
She darted forward, grabbed him, and dragged him onto the patio. "This is Marco Emery. A war hero. And a famous author. Does this look like a man who's dying? He's the picture of health! Well, I mean, he is a little pale. And short. And I told him a million times to let me give him a manicure. Really, Marco, there's no shame in it. Lots of guys—"
Marco grabbed the microphone. "Everyone, I understand your concerns. There's been a lot of misinformation circulating. I want to make a few things clear. No, there isn't a conspiracy to put the serum in the water and kill half the population. No, this is not some secret treatment just available to the rich and powerful. It's an experiment Professor Noah Isaac was working on. An experiment that's been canceled. That's all. That's everything. You can go home. You can continue with your lives. The Methuselah program is over."
Carson guffawed. He pulled back the microphone and looked at the crowd. "It's over now that you took the serum, huh? You don't want to share it with anyone else!"
"That's not what I said!" Marco grabbed the mic back. "My own health concerns are just that. My own."
"Did you or did not receive the Methuselah serum?" Carson asked.
Marco fumed. "I did. But not because of how it affects aging. Because I needed it."
"Oh, I see." Carson nodded. "So you needed it. You needed your youth restored. But the rest of us can just go and die, is that it?"
"Stop putting words in my mouth!" Marco said.
"Why did the professor die?" Carson said.
"Because we didn't know the risk!" Marco said. "The Methuselah serum is bad news. Forget it exists. Go home. Go on with your lives." His voice softened. "Trust me, you don't want this treatment. If I could undo it, I would never have taken it. To die is a terrible thing. To live for centuries is even worse. This serum is a curse. You're lucky, everyone. You're lucky you never touched it."
Carson turned toward the crowd. "You heard it here, folks. From the horse's mouth. A cursed serum. Monstrous science unleashed onto the world."
Marco sighed. Why do I even try?
Addy stepped closer and grabbed Carson's mic. "Remember to sign up for my newsletter, Auntie Addy's Fantastic Freaks! You'll receive a free freak book when you sign up. That's A-D-D-Y—"
Marco pulled her back into the house and slammed the door shut. But God bless her, she seemed to have confused the crowd. They slowly dispersed, mumbling to one another. Huh? Freaks? What?
Marco himself had probably caused a lot more damage. He didn't remember exactly what he had said. Something about a curse? He suspected Carson would cut up his words, edit them in the worst possible way, and broadcast them over and over.
Einav is going to kill me, he thought.
* * * * *
"I'm going to kill him," Einav said, staring at her holofeed. "I'm going to fly over to Canada right now and strangle Marco Emery with my own hands."
She stood in her office in Bet Eretz in Jerusalem. Normally, she looked out the window while collecting her thoughts. The sprawling mountains of Jerusalem, draped with ancient cypress and olive trees, could soothe her soul, and the desert beyond hinted at hope in the darkest times. But today the blinds were drawn, and an army of guards stood in riot shields outside. Beyond them chanted the protesters. She caught glimpses of them between the blinds. Most were peaceful, Einav had to admit. They raised flags, they sang songs. But some were practically storming the barricades, trying to reach her. Their faces twisted with rage.
"The serum is poison, the serum is poison!" one man chanted.
"Down with the tyrant!" cried another. "Down with the tyrant!"
Tyrant, huh? Einav had won the election fair and square. If she ran again today, would she still win? Once, the people had adored her. Seen her as a war heroine. A savior. How quickly love turned to hate. Nothing like a good scandal to knock her down to size.
But right now Einav almost forgot about the protesters. She was more interested in the holofeed that floated above her desk. The news was on. Carson Cobb Questions Everything, to be specific. The broadcast was rerunning Carson's interview with Marco. A highly edited interview, no doubt.
"The Methuselah serum is bad news," Marco said on the holofeed. "To die is a terrible thing. This serum is a curse. A curse. A curse. There's … a conspiracy to put the serum in the water and kill half the population. This is … some secret treatment just available to the rich and powerful. Go home!"
Carson appeared on camera, frowning at the viewer. "You heard it here, folks. Marco Emery, a crony of the president, admitting that the serum is a curse. That it's designed to kill you. Or worse—mutate you!"
Addy appeared on-screen, hair disheveled, face covered with boils and warts. "I am not a monster!" she cried, voice deep and distorted. "I am a human being!"
A quick caption reading Dramatization flashed below Addy. It vanished so fast Einav barely glimpsed it.
Carson replaced the hideous image. "Is that true, Ms. Linden? Are you human? Or have you been infected too?"
"Oh, for crying out loud!" Einav shouted at the holofeed.
Surely nobody was falling for this drivel, were they? Surely people knew this was edited. Einav sighed. She was giving people too much credit.
"Marco, why why why did you talk to him?" she muttered.
She flipped to another holochannel. Then another. It was talking head after talking head. Journalists, conspiracy theorists, and just random people who managed to grab a mic. Some claimed the serum was designed to exterminate half the population. The others claimed it was an elixir of life, but the elites were withholding it. Many—like Carson Cobb—made both claims at once, seemingly unaware of the contradiction. Cognitive dissonance was a wonderful thing.
The chants grew louder outside. Einav debated speaking to the crowd, decided against it. They would twist her words. Edit and revise and dramatize. It was bad enough dealing with deepfakes. The media was full of hyperrealistic simulations of her, speaking evil. In one particularly loathsome simulation, which had spread across the holofeeds last night, the fake Einav Ben-Ari was wearing a Nazi uniform, drinking the serum from a vial while babies lay dead around her. Earth was a democracy. It had free press, free information, a hive mind of billions. This prevented tyranny. But it also presented a tyranny of its own, a crushing mountain of misinformation and incitement. When no dictators ruled, society formed its own tyranny.
Sometimes Einav regretted entering politics. She would have been happier living like Marco and Addy, hiding away in the forest somewhere. Maybe she should resign. Yet how could she abandon Earth? Evil still lurked out there. They called this era the Pax Terra. The great age of peace. The salad days after Earth defeated her enemies. Einav had led humanity through decades of war to get here. Now they turned on her. But she could not turn on them. Because deep inside, she knew this peace was illusory, the thinnest of veils. Pull the silk curtain back, and they were out there. The monsters.
The voices came through the holofeed. Through the windows.
"The odds of death are a lie!"
"Cure for all!"
"Ban the poison!"
"Down with the tyrant!"
Einav closed her eyes, the shouts swirling around her like a storm of asteroids. But as she took deep breaths, the voices dimmed, faded to but a murmur, then to nothing. Beyond them was just the void. The silence of space. And farther out, beyond the planets and the stars … a whisper. A crackle. A stir of tentacles.
"Ma'am?"
The voice sounded from right beside her. She started and opened her eyes. It was Rume, one of her interns. The young man was only twenty-five. Just a kid, but he was eager to learn.
Funny, Einav thought. Physically I might be younger than him now.
Another funny thought—she had led a platoon in battle when she was only twenty. Now a twenty-five-year-old seemed like a kid.
Rume's face was pale. Even more than usual, that was. Rume came from a world named Hypnos, the farthest colony from Earth. The sun burned the skin there. The Hypnosians never ventured out at day. Like many Hypnosians, Rume was a member of a secret religion. Einav knew their name. A Light in the Void. That was all she knew. Its adherents kept all details of their faith secret. It was why she had hired him, in fact. If a man could keep secrets that well, she wanted him on her team.
"What is it, Rume?" she said.
He gulped. The lad was trembling. "News from Hebrew University, ma'am. There's been a break-in at Professor Isaac's lab. They stole the serum."
* * * * *
Impossible! Einav thought, hurrying down the central corridor of Bet Eretz. Her heels clattered. She was walking so fast she was nearly jogging.
With the chaos on the streets, she had secured Noah's lab. A new armored door. Bars in the windows. Guards all around.
"Are you sure about this, Rume?" she asked.
The young man rushed at her side. He was taller than her but struggled to keep up. "Quite sure, ma'am. I have friends at Hebrew University. Chemistry students. They called me."
"Damn it!" Einav said. "That means everyone knows. We must get there at once for some damage control. Hopefully before Carson Cobb."
Engines sounded in the distance. Were those media shuttles on the way? If Carson Cobb and his fellow journalists got there first, they'd spin the worst narrative. It would spread panic. Einav must beat them there. At least she'd find out what the hell had gone wrong.
Magen agents trailed her. More waited outside. They looked nondescript, wearing black suits and shades. They blended in by design. They were loyal to the death. Magen's job? To protect the new Earth government. To protect her.
A single, planetwide government was still a novel concept. For all of history, humanity had split itself into tribes. Often warring tribes. Then the aliens had attacked. The scum invaded the world. Billions died. Governments fell. Cities crumbled. The United Nations burned. From the ashes emerged unity. Humans created the Human Defense Force, a planetwide military. For the first time in history, humanity united against a common foe. Around this militaristic union, new organizations sprang. An Earth presidency. The Human High Court. And a few years ago, Einav had founded Magen Eretz. The Shield of Earth. It was still a small, fledgling organization, but it was recruiting new agents every day. The HDF fought aliens. Magen handled espionage and security.
A presidential shuttle awaited Einav outside. More Magenmen waited there. So did a crowd of protesters.
The protesters shouted, screamed, and waved placards. A few tried to reach Einav, murder in their eyes, but armored policemen held them back. Magenmen did not handle riot control. They left that to the police. In their suits and shades, the agents rushed Einav into her shuttle.
This didn't look great. Carson Cobb would probably make a big deal out of it. Look at how Einav Ben-Ari ignores the people! Well, she must deal with this theft now. She would deal with bad publicity later.
"Rume, you're with me," said Einav, rushing toward the shuttle.
"M-ma'am?" the young man stammered.
"I might need you. Come on, hurry."
He hopped into the shuttle with her, and they took off. Normally she flew her own shuttle, but today she let a Magenman fly her. Sitting in a passenger seat, Einav gazed out the window at the city below.
No city had known more heartbreak than Jerusalem. It had crowned this mountain for five thousand years, few of them peaceful. Jerusalem had been besieged twenty-seven times, captured and recaptured forty-nine times, attacked sixty-eight times, and utterly destroyed three times. The Babylonians had destroyed it the first time. Then the Romans. Then the scum. And each time, Jerusalem rose again from ruin.
She looked at the ancient streets and brick buildings below. Amazingly, some had survived the great wars and destructions. The Western Wall still rose here. So did the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Even as the rest of the city had burned, these ancient sites had persevered—as they had for thousands of years. Einav was from here. It was her hometown. And in the story of this city, she saw the story of her life. Briefly, after becoming president, she had reigned from space. She had figured the leader of Earth should not live in one land, not with humanity still clinging to its old cultures and nations. But the Starling War had destroyed her space station, so she had come home. It felt right—that the city that had bled and wept should spring forth Earth's might. That from this place of ancient history should flow humanity's future among the stars. But had Jerusalem just opened Pandora's box?
Like all buildings in Jerusalem, the Hebrew University was built of craggy limestone bricks that changed color based on time of day. Sometimes they appeared like bronze, other times they shone like silver, and in the sunrise and sunset, they gleamed like gold. Today they seemed almost gray to Ben-Ari. Jerusalem was a mountainous city, and the university topped one of its peaks, rising like an ancient fortress among the cypress and pine trees. Just a quick walk away was Gethsemane, the Temple Mount, and the Wailing Wall. From up here, she could see pilgrims praying.
Several police shuttles were flying toward the university already. As were media shuttles. Damn it! Einav's shuttle landed outside the university, and she hurried toward the gate. Her agents flanked her, and Rume rushed behind her, barely keeping up even with his long, lanky legs.
"Ms. Ben-Ari?" rose a voice behind her. "Ms. Ben-Ari!"
Damn it. It was Cobb's voice. The rat was here.
She refused to turn around. Leaving Cobb behind, she marched into the university. She knew the way to the genetics lab. She had visited Noah here often enough. She, Rume, and several Magen agents rushed down the corridors. Normally Magen would never let her walk freely like this. Not without first securing the area. But she wore thin graphene armor beneath her suit, and she had faced alien armies before. She could handle a university. As the procession continued down the hall, students and professors gaped from their classrooms. People whispered. A few took photos. It wasn't often one saw the leader of humanity in the flesh.
The university dean, a little old man with wild white hair, rushed to join her.
"Ma'am, what a surprise!" the dean said, hurrying alongside her on his short legs.
"I heard about the trouble," she said, heels clattering.
The dean frowned. "Trouble, ma'am?"
"At the lab."
There it was. The door to the genetics lab. She had ordered the old wooden door replaced with a metal blast door. The two guards she had posted outside were still there. They stood at attention and saluted. One was tall and slender with a triangular head. The other was squat, bald, and bearded. Both were Magenmen, wearing black suits.
"What the hell is going on here?" she demanded.
"Ma'am?" asked the tall guard. His head really was quite triangular, the chin forming a sharp point.
"The lab break-in!" she barked.
"Break-in, ma'am?" The squat guard frowned. "We've been standing here all day. Nobody has entered or left this room. Just as you ordered. We have men posted outside the windows too, patrolling the courtyard."
Ben-Ari spun toward Rume. The young man gaped at her, pale and trembling.
"I-I was told there was a break-in!" he stammered. "My … my contacts said that …" He took a shaky breath. "Maybe they entered through the vents? Or tunneled through the floor? Or maybe they stole the serum from somewhere else in the university?"
Ben-Ari took a deep breath too. Her heart was pounding, she realized. "Maybe this was all a case of misinformation. Lord knows we've been dealing with enough of that lately. Let's get to the bottom of this. Men, open the door. Let's take a look."
* * * * *
The tall and squat guards entered the lab first. The two Magenmen looked around, then nodded for Einav to enter.
A few years ago, I'd barge through the door first, guns in hand, she thought. That was the difference between soldier and politician. She wasn't sure she liked it.
She followed the guards into the lab. Rume, the dean, and three more Magenmen entered with her.
Einav looked around, expecting to see the lab trashed, beakers and petri dishes shattered across the floor, serum splashing the walls, maybe a few twitching mutations in the corners. But the lab looked the same as always. Glassware covered several white tables and counters, bubbling with chemicals. A thousand books hid an entire wall. A blackboard dominated another wall, covered with chalk graphs, formulas, and molecules. A long counter ran through the center of the room, full of workstations, sinks, and glassware. An emergency shower in the back warned of the dangerous chemicals at play here. Same old lab.
But no. It was not the same. Something was missing. Noah was not here.
Sudden grief filled Einav. She could almost imagine the professor bustling about in his lab coat, mixing chemicals, scribbling on his blackboard, teaching his students, smiling when he saw her enter. He was gone now. But a part of him was still here. His brilliance on the blackboard. His creations in the vials and test tubes. His tweed jacket on the coatrack, and a photo of him, her, and Carl on a desk. Einav's eyes remained dry. She was president and would not show weakness. But inside, her soul melted.
She approached a fridge and opened the door. Frosty air flowed over her. Inside, arranged neatly like soldiers, stood a hundred test tubes full of purple liquid. The Methuselah serum.
"The serum is still here," she said. "All of it. There was no break-in. Just more misinfor—"
Rume slammed the blast door shut. It clanged. He spun a winch, locking them inside.
"Rume, explain yourself!" Einav said.
The young assistant looked past her and nodded.
There were five Magenmen in the room. Three of them drew handguns.
Einav understood at once. She ducked and rolled behind the long workstation.
Gunshots deafened her. Two Magenmen—the guards she had posted at the door—crashed down, bullets in their heads.
"What is the meaning of this?" shouted the dean. "What—?"
Another gunshot. The old dean collapsed, head blown open.
Guns turned toward Einav, but she was already rolling across the floor. Bullets slammed into tiles, shattered beakers, destroyed vials, and perforated the blackboard.
Dammit! She missed carrying a gun. As bullets flew, she rolled behind the workstation. It was long and thick like a kitchen island, providing decent cover. Bullets pinged off its metal facade and shattered glassware on top. Einav crouched, cursing and sweating. Shards of glass filled her hair, and a droplet of blood trailed down her neck.
A dead agent lay in the open, riddled with bullets. It was the tall, lanky man with the triangular head. Poor guy. He had died before he could even draw his gun. Einav wanted that gun.
She pursed her lips, then reached out from behind the lab station. She snatched the dead agent's gun, then instantly pulled her hand back. A bullet hit the floor inches away, nearly severing her fingers. It was her prosthetic hand, but still. She preferred not having it mangled, thank you very much.
For a moment, the gunfire died. Einav crouched behind one side of the workstation. Four men—Rume and three Magenmen—stood on the other side.
After a moment of silence, Rume spoke. "You cannot resist us, Einav. You're outnumbered. You're outgunned. You cannot stop the coming of Ninazu."
She had no idea who Ninazu was. She didn't care. One battle at a time.
She heard their footsteps nearing the workstation. She saw them reflected in the remaining vials, beakers, and test tubes above.
With a cry, she leaped up, spun in the air, kicked, and shoved an array of glassware at them.
Bullets flew. One pounded Einav in the chest.
The glassware spilled over the men, shattered, and doused them with chemicals.
Einav hit the ground, crying out in pain.
The men fell, sizzling.
She was still alive. Beneath her clothes, her armor had stopped the bullet. Still hurt like hell. So did a dozen tiny glass shards that clung to her. Well, she could tolerate pain.
She leaped again. This time she landed atop the workstation. The men were disoriented, covered with chemicals and glass. Einav fired her gun.
One treacherous Magenman fell, a bullet between his eyes.
Three men remained. They fired back.
Einav ran across the counter, kicking off vials. Bullets shattered glassware around her. Shards flew through the air and chemicals sprayed. A bullet slammed into her shoulder. She cried out and tumbled off the workbench.
Even as she fell, she aimed her gun and fired.
Another treasonous Magenman crashed down, a bullet in his chest.
Einav hit the floor, rolled, and ran at a crouch. Two men still lived. One of them, a hulking Magenman, leaped onto the workstation, scattering beakers. Chemicals had splashed his face, burning off his skin, giving him a lurid, lipless grin.
"You cannot extinguish the light in the void," he hissed. "Ninazu will come."
He aimed his gun at her.
Lying on the floor, Einav raised her own firearm.
They fired at the same time.
His bullet hit her in the belly. She yowled in agony.
Her bullet slammed into his forehead, blasting open his skull. He tilted backward and crashed onto a pile of beakers. Chemicals spilled around him, sizzling.
Einav could barely breathe or move. Pain blazed through her. But she must move. The chemicals were oozing closer across the floor and workbenches. Droplets hit her suit, eating through the fabric, exposing the skintight armor beneath. Three bullets were embedded into that armor. The technology had saved her life, but it hurt. It hurt bad. Those bullets had likely cracked her bones. The chemicals kept sizzling, eating at her armor now. Soon they would eat her flesh.
She dragged herself away, gasping for air, and reached an emergency shower. She switched on the water, dousing herself. The chemicals flowed off her in angry orange rivulets. She took deep breaths, relieved. She was alive—for now.
But there was still one enemy. The treacherous Magen agents were dead. Where was Rume?
* * * * *
Smoke and stinging fumes filled the lab. Einav could not see him. But the blast door was still closed. Rume was still in here somewhere.
The traitor.
Gripping her firearm with both hands, Einav inched around the smoking workstations. The fumes stung her eyes, but she dared not even blink. Rume seemed to be the brains behind this operation. She wanted him alive.
He was in my confidence, she thought, a chill running through her.
She had handpicked him, thinking him trustworthy. What a fool she had been. He had heard secrets. Attended meetings with her. Filed her paperwork. All the while—spying on her.
Granted, he was just an intern. A glorified secretary. She had not shared the top secrets with him. But it wasn't only Rume. Magenmen were working with him—and those agents had high security clearance. They knew a lot. Who did they work for? Who was this Ninazu? Their boss? The enemy—whoever it was—had infiltrated deep.
She would need to clean house. But right this moment, she needed to capture Rume.
Muffled breathing sounded ahead. A shadow stirred beyond the smoke. A voice whispered prayers in a foreign language.
Einav followed the sound, moving through the smoke. And there he was. Standing before the open fridge, admiring the vials of serum. The glow from inside haloed around him, painting him purple.
"Throw down your weapon!" Einav shouted. "Put your hands in the air! Turn around slowly!"
Rume turned around, the light painting him deep purple. A strange smile stretched across his face, demonic in the eerie light. He was not holding a gun. Instead, he held several vials of the Methuselah serum.
"Hands in the air!" Einav shouted. "Now!"
Rume's smile widened, but no mirth touched his eyes. Those eyes shone with something like religious zeal.
"You can join us, Einav," he whispered.
Men were banging on the blast door now. They couldn't get in. Einav dared not move to open the door.
"Join who?" she said, keeping her eyes on Rume. "Who are you?"
Smoke wafted around their feet. Toxic chemicals stung their eyes and lungs. The vials glinted in Rume's hands. "We are those who await his coming. Ninazu the Devourer. The oracles have foretold his arrival. He will come in a hundred and four years. And with this elixir, we can live long enough to welcome him."
"Who is this Ninazu?" she said.
He raised one vial to his lips. "He is everything. He is the void and the light that shines within."
"Rume, wait!" Einav said. "That's a highly concentrated dose! It could kill you. Don't—"
But he downed the serum. He drank enough for three men.
He stared at Einav, then gasped. The remaining vials fell from his hands and shattered. He blinked, shuddered, and took a step toward her.
"Rume?" she said. "How do you feel?"
He took another step, froze, and trembled. A gasp rippled through him. His eyes widened. "I can see him!" he whispered. Tears rolled down his cheeks. "I can see his arms. He's beautiful, Einav. He is the stars themselves."
"Your hands," she whispered.
Rume looked at his hands. Liver spots spread across them. The skin wrinkled. Arthritis twisted the fingers. The hands trembled.
He looked up at her, terror in his eyes. His face withered and his hair whitened. His teeth fell out and clattered onto the floor among the broken vials.
"No," he whispered. "No. I … I was meant to live. I was told … told I would live to see him. No!"
He stumbled toward the fridge, grabbed another vial, and downed it. And another. And another. He spun toward Einav, growing older and older, wilting before her, spine bending, fingers curling like tree roots.
"I must live!" he said. "I must live to see him. I …"
The last of his hair fell out, revealing a spotted skull. His eyes rotted. His skin dried, became like paper, and fluttered off, revealing his bones, his skull.
"I must live …" he hissed, and then his skeleton collapsed, clattered onto the floor, and turned to dust.
Rume's clothes lay in the dust. A glint caught Einav's eye. She knelt and reached into the warm ashes. She pulled out an amulet on a chain. Rume must have worn it around his neck. The amulet was shaped like tentacles grabbing a planet. An eye stared from the planet's center. Words were engraved into the talisman. The Planetary Embrace.
A boom shook the lab. The blast door cracked. Smoke wafted.
They blew the door open, Einav realized.
Magen agents burst into the room, guns in hand.
Einav aimed her handgun at them.
"Stand back!" she cried.
The Magenmen looked around, saw the dead men on the floor, saw the bones, then lowered their guns. One held out a hand to her.
"Ma'am, let's get to you safety."
"Drop your weapons!" she shouted.
The agents glanced at their dead comrades on the floor. They didn't understand. Neither did Einav. But they obeyed. They placed their guns on the floor and kicked them toward her.
Who could she trust? How deep had her enemies infiltrated? And who exactly were these enemies?
I wish Marco and Addy were here, she thought. They're the only ones I can still trust.
Suddenly all her loss hit her. Losing Noah. Losing Lailani, Kemi, and all the others before them. Losing nearly her entire platoon in the mines. Losing her parents. The alien wars had taken everything from her. Now she felt alone, trapped, surrounded by enemies. She was meant to lead this world, and she felt the world crack and sway beneath her feet.
But the panic only lasted a moment. She took deep breaths. She composed herself.
You are Einav Ben-Ari, she told herself. You are a leader. You are the president of Earth. You will regain control.
"Get this lab cleaned up," she told her agents. "Get the bodies into the morgue. I want autopsies. I want a report on my desk by midnight."
She left the lab and walked down the hall. The students and staff were in their classrooms, peering through the windows. Police, soldiers, and agents lined the halls. A few Magenmen rushed to accompany her. She waved them down. She could not trust them. She could not trust anyone anymore.
She flew her shuttle alone, heading over Jerusalem to Bet Eretz. Once there, she headed into the war room dug deep under the mountain, secured below layers of concrete and metal. Only when underground, locked behind thick doors, alone, did Einav open her fist. The amulet rested on her palm. Tentacles gripping a planet. Rume's words echoed in her mind. Ninazu will come.
She must find out who had sent these killers … and destroy them.




CHAPTER SIX 

Bad Habits
After a week of silence, Terri finally called home that morning.
When Marco's minicom lit up, he caught his breath. Terri! Terri was calling from boot camp!
He had just sat down to write. He instantly left his typewriter, placed the minicom on his desk, and answered the call.
A hologram beamed out from the minicom. Terri materialized on his desk, several inches tall. She wore shabby olive drab, a rifle hung at her side, and a helmet topped her head.
"Dad!" she said.
Was she crying? Was she broken? No—she was smiling!
"Terri!" he said. "How are you? Where are you stationed? Are you okay? Do you have enough food?"
She laughed. "Dad, I'm fine!"
The hologram only showed Terri, not her surroundings. But Marco could hear soldiers marching, guns rattling, and cries of "Yes, Commander!" It brought back some memories.
"Okay, just one question: How are you?"
Terri grinned. "Dad, I love it. It's a ton of fun, I aced target practice, and we get to train in armored vehicles soon! And guess what—Tala is here!"
Marco blinked. "Tala de la Rosa?"
"Yep! She's in the same base as me. Even the same platoon!"
Marco's head reeled. Tala. Lailani's daughter. He had nearly married Lailani when he was younger. Things got … messy then. Real messy. Murder, mayhem, and intergalactic warfare messy. Not many breakups ended up burning galaxies. But that was between Marco and Lailani. Her daughter, Tala, was practically family.
"Damn," Marco said. "That's … wow."
He didn't know how many recruits were drafted every day. But it was a lot. And they were randomly distributed across hundreds of training camps on Earth and in space. What were the odds that Tala, who was like a sister to Terri, would end up in the same base? Let alone the same platoon?
"Where are you training?" Marco asked.
"Um, I think it's called Fort Djemila," Terri said. "It's in North Africa. Have you heard of it?"
Marco nearly fell off his chair. Fort Djemila. The memories flooded him. It was the same boot camp where he and Addy had trained. Where Einav had recruited them into her platoon. Where he had met Lailani and asked her to marry him. Where his childhood ended and his long life of war began.
And now Terri was there.
He didn't believe in signs. But surely this had to be a sign. Whether it was a good or bad sign Marco did not know. But Terri was smiling. Terri was having fun. More fun than Marco ever had at Fort Djemila, that was for sure. But times were different now. These were times of peace.
He closed his eyes for a moment. He was not a religious man, but now he prayed. Thank you, God. Thank you for watching over Terri. Thank you.
"Dad, I gotta go," she said.
He opened his eyes. "So soon?"
She nodded. "Yep! Our sergeant needs us. We're gonna learn how to clean our guns. Love you!"
Suddenly Addy burst into the office. "Terri!"
The girl grinned and waved. "Love you, Addy Mom!"
"Love you, Terri!"
Terri blew them a kiss, then was gone. The minicom went dark. The office seemed empty and cold without her.
Marco sat for a moment in shock, staring at where her hologram had shone. "She's in Fort Djemila."
"Fuck off!" Addy shoved him.
"I mean it."
She gasped. "She's at the same boot camp where you and I trained? Out of the hundreds of camps out there?"
"So it would seem. Serendipity?" Marco tapped his chin. "Or maybe Einav pulled strings to get her there?"
Addy was already on her own minicom, texting with Einav. She looked up at Marco. "Nope. Einav is just as shocked as we are."
Marco leaned back in his office chair. "Damn. I'm usually not one for signs. But this is mind-blowing. And guess what? Tala is there with her."
"Fuck. Off!" Addy shoved him so hard he tumbled off his chair.
"Ow, Addy!" He climbed back into the chair.
"Sorry. I get violent when I'm shocked."
"Or hungry. Or bored. Or awake. Or asleep for that matter." Marco rubbed his side where she had kicked him last night.
Without an invitation, Addy sat on his lap. She gazed into the distance, dazed. "Fort Djemila. That brings back some memories." She smiled wistfully. "You know, Marco, I think those were the best days of my life."
He raised an eyebrow. "Really? Waking up at four in the morning, running and doing push-ups all day, eating spam, having sergeants scream at you?"
"But you were there. And all our friends." She wriggled around on his lap, turning to face him, and grinned. "Hey, remember that time Caveman tried to plant a flowerbed outside our military tent?"
Marco laughed. "In the desert no less!"
"Hey, those seeds would have bloomed if Elvis hadn't spilled the pee cartons there."
Marco gasped. "I forgot about the pee cartons! There was a siren, right? Warning of a scum attack. We had to stay inside our tents, guns in hand, for hours and hours. Eventually everyone peed in milk cartons, then slid them outside the tent." He cringed. "It was disgusting. I think you and I were the only ones who held it in."
Addy blushed. "I didn't hold it in. Anyway! Remember when Elvis starting singing Elton John songs in the shower, and we all joined in?"
"I didn't join in."
She snorted. "You're the only one who was never any fun."
Marco couldn't help but laugh. "Remember that time Jackass and Texas stole the dough from the kitchen, and Lailani tried to bake pancakes in the tent?"
"I do! She put her helmet over a portable stove and everything. Damn, when Corporal Saint-Pierre caught us, we all got latrine duty."
"I wonder whatever happened to Saint-Pierre. I liked her."
Addy lost her smile. "She died. In the gray war. I followed up a few years ago."
Marco lost his smile too. "I guess everyone from that platoon died. Other than you, me, and Einav."
For a long moment, they were silent, lost in memory. Marco wrapped his arms around his wife, holding her close. He knew there was peace, he knew Terri was fine, that she was having fun. But the fear scuttled like centipedes inside him, and he clung to Addy like a man teetering over a void.
* * * * *
For the rest of the day, Marco drowned himself in his work.
For hours, he toiled at his typewriter. After a rocky start, he was finally making some progress on Homewood, his new fantasy novel. His little woodlings were enjoying an idyllic life. It was always autumn in their forest. They dwelt inside cozy homes burrowed into tree trunks. But now the monsters had come. So had a wise old wizard who summoned young Robin on an adventure. The plucky woodling set out on her quest, wielding her magical blade (in the current draft, it was no longer cursed).
While writing, Marco kept thinking back to his childhood. In many ways, his childhood had been troubled. He had lived in times of war. Often the scum would attack Toronto, forcing him and the family to shelter in the subway tunnels. Marco still remembered hunkering underground, wearing a gas mask, listening to the alien weaponry boom above, seeing the lavender fog float around him, ready to kill anyone who inhaled it. He had been only eleven when the scum killed his mother. They had ripped her apart in front of his eyes, and those images never left him. Even if he lived for centuries, they never would.
But like the woodlings, those shy little people who lived in tree trunks, he had found his own cozy burrow. His father was a librarian, and to him, the library was like the magical forest of Homewood, and his little burrows among the bookshelves were his homey hideaways. Until his own wizard arrived with the call for adventure. Until Einav Ben-Ari took him and Addy into her platoon. Like the woodlings, they had left home to save the world.
But did we save it? Marco wondered, staring at the pages he had written. Often Marco felt that the Pax Terra was a false peace. The silence before the storm. Sometimes he feared that the true war was coming. The war to end all wars. A storm too great for him to resist.
"The hydrians," he whispered, his voice sounding too loud in his dark office.
He thought back to the Dreamer, the artificially intelligent machine they had battled. The Dreamer had claimed to look into the future, to see aliens from another galaxy swarming nearer. He had shown Marco visions of Earth burning. Since then, those visions had haunted his dreams. Einav had spoken of the same nightmares. Addy denied it, but Marco saw her twitch in her sleep, mumble, and fight invisible enemies. And, yes, kick him. He rubbed his bruised side again.
He stared at the page. Even here, in his cottage in Canada, he was using a typewriter. After trying it at Einav's house, he found that he quite enjoyed it. No distractions. No internet. Just him and the brutally stark page. Right now he stared at that page, lips pursed. It stared back. A white void in his imagination. The woodlings, the wizard, the trolls, the magical blades—they all faded, and when he closed his eyes, all he saw were the tentacles.
Well, it was late. He checked the clock. Almost midnight. Time had gotten away from him.
He could hear Addy downstairs, watching her retro television. Soon she would be yawning, and if he didn't pull her to bed soon, she'd fall asleep on the couch. Marco didn't like sleeping alone in bed. When he slept alone, he felt restless, cold. He liked sleeping with his arms around his wife, holding her even as she mumbled and kicked in her nightmares.
Leaving his manuscript, he headed downstairs. Addy sat on the couch, nursing a beer, watching hockey replays. Marco mussed her hair, then walked toward the kitchen, looking for a bite before bed.
"Don't eat the octopuses!" Addy called from the couch. "I'm saving them for tomorrow."
"The what?"
"Don't. Eat. The octopuses. Or is it octopi? Anyway, don't eat 'em."
Shaking his head in bewilderment, Marco entered the kitchen and opened the fridge. Hot dogs stood on a plate, cut into the shape of octopuses. Addy had actually slit each hot dog vertically, creating eight meaty tentacles, then attached googly eyes. It was official. She had gone insane. Marco reached over her creations, searching for a snack. Was there still leftover roast beef for a sandwich?
Then he noticed it. Hidden behind the milk and eggs. A vial with purple liquid. Somebody (presumably Addy) had attached a paper note to it. The note read: Dangerous Aging Serum. Do Not Drink! For emphasis, Addy had drawn a skeleton hunched forward, leaning on a cane. The skeleton even had a long white beard.
Marco blinked. Was this some practical joke? No. It looked real. Here was the actual Methuselah serum from Noah's lab.
His hunger forgotten, feeling dazed, Marco returned to the living room. Addy was dozing off on the couch, popcorn covering her hockey jersey. The retro television was showing commercials for a timeshare on Mars.
He stood before her. "Addy?"
She opened her eyes and blinked. "Hrm?" She gave him a sleepy smile. "Come. Join me." She reached out to him. "Let's cuddle."
He didn't take her hands. "Addy, did you steal a Methuselah vial?"
At once she was wide-awake. She stood up, scattering popcorn. "I didn't steal it. I just took it illegally." She placed her hands on her hips. "All right, so maybe I did steal it. So what?"
Her eyes flashed. This was dangerous. This could explode. Marco and Addy didn't argue often, but when they did, it could make nuclear wars seem tame.
"Addy, I'm sorry," he said, trying to deescalate. "I didn't mean to accuse you of anything. But—damn it, Ads! This stuff is dangerous. And you have it in the fridge. The fridge! Where our kids get food."
"I put a warning note on it!"
"Addy, really? Really? Einav keeps this serum behind a blast door and armed guards. You used a Post-it note."
"Marco!" She laughed and placed her hands on his chest. "You worry so much. We have cleaning supplies under the sink. They could kill you too if you drank them. And you're not freaking out about those. How is this different?"
"Because— Well—" He stammered for a moment. "I don't know! Maybe because cleaning supplies don't cause international societal collapse?"
"I dunno, boy. Ever been to the store when they're low on toilet paper?"
"Addy!" He grabbed her arms. "Why did you steal the serum?"
"Because, um, I love you?" She kissed his lips. "We're still Maddy, right? Marco and Addy, the best couple in the galaxy! Right? You're not still maddy at me, are you?" She winked. "Get it? Maddy? Huh?"
Marco's anger abated. He sighed and slumped onto the couch. She sat beside him and leaned against him.
"I love you too, Addy, despite your terrible puns." He put a hand on her thigh. "But this is dangerous."
"I know," she mumbled. "But I was scared, Poet. Scared of our kids growing old. Scared of us outliving them." Her eyes dampened. "I want Terri and the twins to live a long life too. So they can be with us. But I'm too scared to give them the serum. In case they die like Noah. I was just scared and confused. So I took a vial and I've been saving it, not sure what to do."
"You know it's too dangerous," Marco said.
"I know." She wiped her eyes. "I just thought maybe someday, we'd figure out a way to improve the serum. To make it safe. But now Noah is dead, and . . . Oh, Marco. I don't want to outlive my kids. But I also don't want them to live for centuries. A life this long isn't natural. It—"
"Shh."
Addy gasped. "Did you just shush me?"
"Look!" He pointed at the TV.
"I can't believe you shushed me."
"Shh!"
The news was on. And Carson Cobb was there. Normally Marco would shut off the TV in disgust. But right now cameras were filming Hebrew University, a scene of chaos bustling with police and military. Headlines scrolled below. Assassination attempt on …
Marco held his breath, waiting for the caption to keep scrolling.
… President Einav Ben-Ari.
"Oh God," he whispered.
"Shh!" Addy said.
For a terrible moment, Marco misread the caption, was sure that Einav had been assassinated. Then he read the word "attempt" again. And again. She was alive. He watched the broadcast, clutching Addy's hand. Journalists were infamous for hiding and distorting information, but by peeling away all the editorials, Marco got the basics. Einav had been at Noah's lab. Somebody had broken in. Maybe several somebodies. There was a battle, shots were fired, Einav was alive. Drone footage showed medics wheeling out corpses.
"They thought they could attack Einav Ben-Ari and win," he said.
Addy raised her fist. "Nobody fucks with the Golden Lioness!"
"We should have been there to help her," Marco said.
"Einav is more than capable of helping herself," Addy said. "She took the killers down. That's my badass best friend!"
Marco chewed his lip. His heart still pounded. Who had attacked her? Why? Were more people after Einav? Was it a lone killer or a group?
Carson Cobb fixed his hair (an expensive implant) and turned to the camera. He put a hand over his earpiece. "I'm receiving some updates right now. The primary suspect in this attack is the president's intern, a young Hypnosian named Rume Felton. This was an inside job, folks. I'm told Rume belongs to a religious group—some could call it a cult—called the Light in the Void. Or the voidgazers to some."
"Voidgazers," Addy muttered. "That sounds familiar. Where have I seen those guys before?"
The television displayed a logo shaped like tentacles grabbing a planet. An eye gazed from the planet's center. It was a hideous logo, but when Carson Cobb reappeared on-screen, Marco missed looking at it.
"The Light in the Void is a secret religion," Cobb said. "And there are many secrets behind this supposed assassination attempt. Was this just a false flag? Was it all staged? Did Einav Ben-Ari hire her intern and his occultist friends to feign an attack, allowing them to smuggle out the serum? I don't have proof of that, folks. But if the pieces fit, well, you make up your own minds. I'm just asking questions."
"Leading questions," Marco muttered. "God, I hate that man." He stood up. "I'm calling Einav."
Addy raised an eyebrow. "She's the president of Earth, Marco. And somebody just tried to kill her. She doesn't have time to answer the phone."
"She'll answer us," Marco said. "Remember what you said. We're her best fr—"
With a shower of wooden splinters, the front door burst open.
The windows shattered, scattering glass.
Figures leaped into the cottage, shouting for blood.
* * * * *
Marco and Addy did not waste an instant. Before the shattered glass even hit the floor, they were running.
"Upstairs, get the guns!" Marco shouted. "I'll hold them off."
Addy nodded and raced upstairs, leaping three steps at a time.
Marco paused and glanced into the living room. Addy's katana hung over the fireplace. He'd never make it. Two men, hidden in black robes and hoods, were stomping across the living room, blocking Marco's access to the sword. Bronze amulets hung around their necks, shaped like tentacles clutching planets. The same bastards who had attacked Einav. They looked like satanic monks.
Voidgazers, he thought.
The intruders saw Marco and raised handguns.
Marco hurled a lamp at them. They flinched. Their guns fired. The bullets went wide, streaking past Marco. Picture frames exploded behind him.
He had no time to wait for Addy to unlock the gun safe upstairs. He ran into the kitchen. A bullet whizzed over his shoulder and splintered a clock.
Inside the kitchen, another voidgazer was crawling through the window, one leg already inside. Marco shouted, grabbed a fire extinguisher, and slammed the heavy cylinder into the invader's head. The man cursed and fell into the flowerbed outside.
The two voidgazers from the living room entered the kitchen. Glass shards clung to their dark robes. Marco ducked behind the kitchen island. Bullets flew overhead. He yanked open a drawer, pulled out knives, and began tossing them at the men. They cursed. A pizza cutter scraped a voidgazer across the cheek.
Who the hell were these voidgazers? Marco didn't know. But this wasn't just some random burglary. That was certain. They were not after money. They were after blood. The robed occultists circled the island, coming for Marco. The third voidgazer climbed through the kitchen window again, crushed petunias clinging to his robes.
Marco still had his fire extinguisher. He began spraying foam. The spray blinded one man, and Marco ran, barreled into him, and shoved him against the other two. As the monks stumbled back, Marco snatched and thrust a steak knife. The blade crashed into one assailant's chest, drove between the ribs, and buried itself down to the hilt. Blood washed over Marco's hand.
He yanked the knife out, ready for more violence. He was barely thinking, just acting. The old soldier's instincts kicked in. Two decades in the military did that.
One voidgazer was down for the count. Two still lived. Another one climbed through the window, replacing the fallen man. Great. So their count was back to three. Marco was a decorated soldier, but fighting three men at once was hard even for him.
Where the hell was Addy? Gunshots sounded upstairs. Dammit! She was fighting her own battle up there. And the kids were upstairs.
Down here in the kitchen, the three unholy monks raised their firearms. They pointed the muzzles at Marco. He froze, knife in hand.
"Where is it?" one man hissed. He was the tallest in the group, and he wore an obsidian mask.
"Who are you?" Marco said. "What do you want?"
"We want the serum," said the masked voidgazer.
Marco wanted to charge at them, to swing his knife, to fight. But with three guns on him, he froze.
"You can't have it," Marco said. "It's dangerous. You heard the news. It can kill half the—"
A gunshot rang out.
Marco started. For a second, he thought the masked voidgazer had shot him. But no. The man had fired upward. At the ceiling. A bullet pierced the kitchen ceiling. A wail sounded from upstairs. The kids. The kids' bedroom was just upstairs.
All three voidgazers now raised their guns toward the ceiling.
"Wait!" Marco said. "Wait." He dropped the knife. "Look. No more fighting. Let's talk."
"Where is the serum?" the masked monk repeated.
Dammit. Marco couldn't risk his kids' lives. But if the serum got out, if it spread, then—
The man fired at the ceiling again. Sam and Roza screamed. Still alive. Maybe not for long.
"It's in the fridge," Marco said. "A vial with purple liquid. Just—"
With a battle cry, Addy burst into the kitchen, firing a gun with each hand.
* * * * *
Her hair was wild. Her cheeks were red. Her blue eyes shone like supernovas. She was a mother protecting her children—the most dangerous creature in the universe. Addy howled, firing her guns. Bullets sprayed the kitchen. Hot casings flew everywhere.
The tall, masked voidgazer fell, riddled with bullets. The other two monks aimed at Addy and fired. She ducked and rolled behind the island.
"You are the pushiest missionaries I have ever seen!" Addy shouted, reloaded her guns, and resumed firing.
Cursing under his breath, Marco scampered across the floor and grabbed a fallen voidgazer's gun. Soon bullets were flying back and forth across the kitchen. Dishes exploded. Cutlery flew everywhere. A bullet grazed Marco's arm and he bellowed—more in shock than in pain. Addy hit a voidgazer in the chest. The man collapsed, a bullet in his heart. Another monk down!
Before Marco could get his hopes up, two more monks raced into the kitchen, black robes swishing.
"Damn it, how many of those fuckers are there?" Addy cried, pausing to reload.
Marco crouched behind the island, firing his gun. He hit one voidgazer in the leg. A bullet rang a pot over Marco's head.
As the battle raged, a voidgazer reached the fridge, yanked the door open, and grabbed the serum.
"I got it!" he cried. "Fall back!"
Addy shot him in the neck.
The occultist collapsed, gurgling, blood spurting from his throat. The vial fell from his hand. Before it could shatter against the floor, another voidgazer caught it. Robed and hooded, the man gripped the vial and leaped out the window, disappearing into the dark forest.
Marco and Addy could not follow. Several occultists were still in their kitchen, firing guns, pinning Marco and Addy behind the island. But the voidgazers' mission was now accomplished. After firing a few more rounds, the monks retreated from the kitchen, raced across the living room, and vanished out the front door.
Addy ran after them. One voidgazer was running across the dark yard, robes fluttering around him. Addy aimed her gun, prepared to shoot the man in the back, then cursed and lowered her weapon.
"Not worth it," she muttered.
Marco considered running after the voidgazers. But he thought only of those bullet holes in the ceiling. And his kids were now silent. That terrified him far more than screams. Letting the mysterious monks escape, Marco ran upstairs. Addy seemed to have the same idea. She ran a step behind.
They burst into the twins' bedroom. Sam and Roza were huddled in the corner, hiding behind an overturned table. They aimed plastic guns at the doorway, trembling. Sam also held a hockey stick, while Roza had armed herself with a baseball bat. The twins dropped the weapons and ran toward their parents. Marco and Addy pulled them into their arms. The family knelt on the rug, holding one another.
"Daddy, you're hurt," Roza said.
Marco noticed that the bullet wound on his arm was bleeding. He had forgotten all about it.
"I'm fine, sweetie. It's all right. I'm fine. We're all fine."
Sirens wailed outside. Red and blue lights flashed outside the window.
"We called the police," Sam explained. "But we were ready to fight."
Marco looked down at the rug. Only inches from where he knelt, holding his kids, he saw the bullet holes. Three of them. The bullets had sliced through the room and embedded themselves into the ceiling.
They tried to kill my kids, he thought, rage flowing over him. He clenched his fists. Whoever these voidgazers are, I will destroy them.
He looked at Addy. She looked back, solemn, a fire burning in her eyes. She was thinking the same thing.
The police ran into the house. The family stayed long enough to file a report. And then they entered their starship (the Flying Hot Dog, that was. Marco sighed). They took off into the night. They needed to rejoin their captain. This was war.




CHAPTER SEVEN 

Murmurations
Einav tossed down the bronze amulet. It clanged against the tabletop. A planet with an eye in the center. Tentacles gripping it.
"They were wearing these," she said. "The men who attacked me."
It was morning in Jerusalem. Outside her house window, kingfishers chirped, bulbuls pecked for fallen olives, and wagtails danced among the branches of the pomegranate tree. It was autumn, which meant birds. Countless birds. They came from across Europe, migrating through this narrow strip of land on their way to Africa. Cranes and pelicans flew overhead. Sparrowhawks shaded the hills. Storks and herons and crows and a thousand other species descended upon fields and flowerbeds alike, much to the consternation of farmers and gardeners. In half a year, they would take the same journey north.
It was perhaps the curse of this land. Israel was small. Only a few kilometers wide. A country the size of a city. Yet it connected three great continents. Asia, Europe, and Africa trapped it. Sometimes Einav imagined her homeland like a pebble trapped between three boulders. That meant birds but also men. A hundred thousand years ago, the first humans came out of Africa. This was the first land they passed through. They left their tools and bones in caves, then traveled onward to colonize the world. Since then, men had fought over this little hub. Empires, religions, armies—they all clashed here throughout history. Was it any wonder Jerusalem was among the oldest and most battle worn of cities? Often Einav envied the birds.
She stood in her little office. Her hundreds of books cluttered the room, covering every wall, hiding nearly all the ancient limestone. Marco and Addy stood across the table, staring down at the amulet. They had just flown in from Canada after a sleepless night. Marco's arm was bandaged, and he wore rumpled corduroy pants and an old T-shirt. Addy wore a Maple Leafs hockey jersey and shorts, and her hair lay in golden disarray. With their shabby appearance, weary eyes, and apparent youth, they looked like two students after a night of partying. But Einav knew better. They were experienced officers, decorated soldiers, and the best friends she ever had. Just their presence lifted Einav's spirits. They were the only people she could trust. She had ordered the Magen agents to fall back to their bases. Soldiers now stood outside the home, guarding her instead, and warships flew overhead, but Einav no longer felt safe. How deep had the voidgazers infiltrated? Had they infected the Human Defense Force too? She wore a gun on her hip now. So did Marco and Addy.
"Yep." Addy looked at the amulet on the table. She nodded. "The bastards who broke into our house wore the same amulets." She lifted the amulet and read the words on the back. "The Planetary Embrace, huh? Looks like the symbol of some weird cult."
"Voidgazers," Marco said.
"That name still sounds familiar," Addy muttered. She reached for a plate of cookies Einav had set on the table and munched thoughtfully.
"It sounded familiar to me too," Einav said. "So I did some research. I went online at first. I scoured blogs, wikis, you name it. A little comes up. Not a lot. Voidgazers is a colloquial name for the Light in the Void, a secretive cult. Apparently they're forbidden from discussing their religion. On pain of death. But sometimes they blab. Rume, the voidgazer who attacked me, mentioned a deity named Ninazu."
"And you killed him," Addy said. "Pain of death indeed."
Einav remembered the young man aging before her eyes, crumbling to dust. She suppressed a shudder. "Actually, he killed himself. He drank the Methuselah serum. Too much of it. I watched him age a hundred years within seconds." Her voice softened, and she hugged herself. "His skin wrinkled, peeled off, and his bones crumbled to dust."
Addy's eyes widened. "Cool! Did you take a video?"
"Addy, a man died!" Marco said.
"And it was probably really cool," Addy insisted.
She was joking around, Einav knew. Just the usual banter. But something about Addy's humor chilled Einav. She thought back to first meeting her friends a quarter century ago. She had been a young, inexperienced officer, welcoming green recruits into her platoon. Even back then, they had known death. After all, they had grown up under the scourge of the scum. But death had still been shocking. By now, it had become casual. More than casual. Comedic. Gallows humor? Yes, perhaps. A defense mechanism. Perhaps that was the true curse of a long life. You collected many scars, and you built layers upon layers of calluses. How much more trauma would they endure in the long years ahead?
If we even live that long, Einav thought. With these enemies after us, who knows?
It was funny. She feared long life, but she feared death even more. It seemed all she knew lately was fear.
"Einav? You all right?" Marco touched her arm, his eyes soft.
She nodded. He was her best friend in the galaxy, but Einav was still his leader, and she could not show him weakness. She pushed down her thoughts of doom.
"Rume said something interesting before he died," Einav said. "He said Ninazu will arrive in a hundred and four years. He wanted to live long enough to see the coming. Hence stealing the serum."
"And he knew to come to our house for it. Somehow—and I have no idea how—he knew our address." Marco shot Addy a glare.
"Hey!" Addy placed her hands on her hips. "Why are you giving me the stink eye?"
"Did you write about stealing the serum in your newsletter?" Marco said. "The newsletter with our address on it? Is that how they found us?"
"Of course not." Addy gasped. "How dare you, sir. Auntie Addy's Fantastic Freaks is about sideshows and medical oddities, not medicine. Although I would have loved to show a video of a man aging rapidly and crumbling into dust. If you see it happen again, Einav, can you film it? In any case, it wasn't me who tipped them off. The voidgazers probably just put two and two together. On Carson's show, you admitted to taking the serum, Poet. So they figured to look for it at our house. It's your fault, Marco."
He flushed. "Maybe it's nobody's fault."
"Nope, it's yours," Addy said.
"Anyway." Marco scrunched his lips, thinking for a moment. "These voidgazers. They sound like a typical doomsday cult to me. Like Heaven's Gate. The Raelians. The Prophets of Science. A bunch of others. Throughout history, cults have foreseen the coming of some god who will end the world. Sometimes the god is benevolent and will bring about utopia. Other times the god is cruel and will smite Earth. Even the big Abrahamic religions have concepts of doomsday. Sounds like A Light in the Void is just the same old, same old."
"I thought so too at first," said Einav. "But then I remembered . . ." A shudder ran through her. "The Dreamer's prophecy."
A silence fell over the office. The only sound was the song of birds, and even that seemed suddenly distorted to her, a crackling pattern like a Geiger counter detecting too much radiation.
"The hydrians," Addy whispered.
Einav nodded. "Yes. The Dreamer foresaw them destroying Earth a century from now. I wonder … do the voidgazers believe in the same prophecy?"
Another moment of silence. Addy shuddered.
Finally Marco spoke, waving his hand dismissively. "Bah! Just typical prophecies that mean nothing. When the calendar hit the year 1000, people thought the world would end in fire. When the calendar hit 2000, they thought computers would go berserk and blow up the planet. There have been thousands of other failed doomsday prophecies. People always see doom."
"Maybe you're right," Einav said. "But sometimes I wonder. Sometimes I feel like this time of peace is an illusion. Like what we've built will come crashing down."
Marco's eyes softened. "Einav, it's natural to feel that way. We're all on edge after so long at war."
"And I plan to stay on edge until I'm sure we're safe," said Einav. "So I did more research. I wasn't turning up much online. So I went to an older source of knowledge. Books."
She approached a bookshelf, stepped onto a stool, and reached toward the high shelf. She pulled out a heavy codex wrapped in blue leather. Silver cuneiform appeared on the spine. She dropped the book onto the tabletop with a thud. Dust flew.
"This book is a thousand years old," Einav said. "But the text inside is even older, dating back over five thousand years. It's written in ancient Sumerian. It was originally engraved onto stone tablets. The tablets are lost to history. A monk in medieval Germany transcribed it onto parchment."
Addy leaned over the book, squinting at the cuneiform on the cover. "Looks like chicken scratch. You can read this?"
"It's Sumerian," Einav said. "The oldest language in the world. The Sumerians are the first civilization to invent writing. In fact, they're arguably the first civilization period. Sumer rose in Mesopotamia during the early Bronze Age in the sixth millennium BC, and—"
"Bo-ring!" Addy said.
Marco rolled his eyes. "Addy, would it kill you to learn something now and then?"
She bristled. "I learn things all the time!"
"Not about freaks, Addy."
Einav cleared her throat. "Anyway. I can read a little cuneiform. But I'm still rusty. Thankfully I brought these." She pulled a pair of glasses from her pocket. "Translation spectacles."
Looking at the book cover, she placed the glasses on. The silver cuneiform twisted like worms, forming Hebrew letters. She read the title aloud: "The Book of the Underworld."
"Ooh, this actually sounds good," Addy said.
Gingerly Einav opened the book, revealing ancient parchment pages. The pages creaked as she flipped through them. Dense writing covered the parchment, along with disturbing illustrations of ancient demons and gods.
"Freaks!" Addy breathed, eyes wide.
Einav paused on a page featuring a gruesome illustration. It depicted a strange creature with a serpentine head and many coiling, scaly tails. The drawing almost seemed to slither on the page.
"Meet Ninazu," Einav said. "An ancient Sumerian god of the underworld. He's associated with serpents and disease. He's the son of Ereshkigal, goddess of death. Which makes Ninazu the prince of death. Five thousand years ago, a Sumerian cult worshipped him. They built him a temple in Enegi, a city located between Ur and Uruk. Enegi was said to be a portal to the underworld itself. The Sumerian cultists never drew their god. This illustration is a later addition. The medieval German scribe decided his book needed some oomph, I suppose. So he drew a serpentine creature with several tails. We do know from the cuneiform that Ninazu was a lord of serpents." She tapped the page. "But I think the word serpents here can also mean tentacles. Sound familiar, anyone?"
They all looked at the bronze amulet beside the book. Tentacles wrapping around a planet.
"So Ninazu's cult is still around?" Marco said. "Five thousand years later?"
"Maybe," said Einav. "Or maybe the original Ninazu cult died millennia ago, and this is a new cult resurrecting an old god."
Addy did some stretches and cracked her neck. "So let me guess. We head over to this Enegi city and take a look."
"Unfortunately, Enegi disappeared thousands of years ago," Einav said. "Archaeologists never found it. Today the cult of Ninazu operates elsewhere. Somewhere quite a bit farther. The planet Hypnos."
Marco nodded thoughtfully. "I've heard of Hypnos. The farthest colony of humans in the galaxy."
"Correct," said Einav. "Most of our colonies are located here in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. We haven't ventured more than a few light-years away."
"And a good thing too," Marco said. "There are lots of monsters in the dark, and we don't want to poke them with a stick."
"I miss poking aliens," Addy said. "They're fun to kill. Sumerian aliens? I'd poke them all day long."
Marco tapped his chin. "You know, I had a history teacher in high school. Mr. Felton. Eran Felton, I think it was. He was an expert on Sumeria. Or he fashioned himself one at least. He even wrote a book about Sumerian gods."
"I bet you loved his class, nerd," Addy said.
Marco shook his head. "No. Mr. Felton hated me."
Addy raised her eyebrows. "I thought you were teacher's pet."
"Actually, Ads, I never did get along well with my teachers. I mean, I got decent grades. But … I don't know. Not many teachers liked me. Probably because I usually had my nose stuck in a novel instead of a textbook. Mr. Felton was the worst one though. He would bully me in class. Call me a know-it-all and other names. He'd get the other kids to laugh at me. He flunked me, not surprisingly. His history class on Sumeria was miserable. I think Mr. Felton was upset my dad never stocked his book in our library. And he took it out on me."
Addy gasped and clenched her fists. "How dare he bully you? I'll tear him apart!"
"It was a long time ago," Marco said. "I haven't thought about him in twenty-five years. Last I heard, Mr. Felton was fired. He hit some kid or something. Broke his nose. He fled Earth, moved to some distant world. Hell, for all I know, he moved to Hypnos and became a voidgazer. Would suit him." He snorted. "I wouldn't be surprised if he's behind this whole thing."
Einav, who had been listening quietly for a while, spoke softly. "The intern who attacked me. His full name was Rume Felton."
Marco's eyes widened. "A relative?"
"I don't know," Einav said. "But two Feltons, both who worship Sumerian gods … It's unsettling. They might be family. Or it might be a coincidence."
"Things never are," Marco said. "Definitely worth exploring this angle."
"To find answers, we must go to the source," Einav said.
She pulled out her minicom, tapped a few buttons, and a hologram of the Milky Way galaxy hovered over the table. The hologram spun lazily, casting purple light across the room.
"Earth is here," Einav said, pointing. "All our colonies are located within this tiny circle." She drew a circle of light with her finger. "Our nascent empire is small. If the galaxy were the size of this table, humanity's empire would be smaller than a grape. Meanwhile, Hypnos is out there."
She pointed at the far edge of the galaxy. At the very tip of the Orion Arm.
"Imagine it," Marco said. "Being so far away. Isolated. Bordering intergalactic space. You wouldn't even see the stars at night. Not if you were facing outward. It's about as far away as anyone could get."
"How the hell do you even get there?" Addy said. "Does the Wormhole Road lead there?"
Einav tapped a button on her minicom. The hologram changed. A network of luminous fractals overlaid the galaxy. It looked a little like a tree, and indeed some called it the Tree of Light. Others called it the Wormhole Road. Ancient aliens had built it a million years ago. Back when humans were still furry and swinging from branches, starships had navigated these interstellar highways. Today the original builders were gone, leaving behind a grand legacy. Hundreds of new alien civilizations now used the Wormhole Road. You saw strange sights in those tunnels, not all of them pleasant. You were lucky to make your way home.
"Look at this wormhole," Einav said. "A single tunnel, branching out from the main network. Like a stray thread from a rug. It leads close to Hypnos. Not all the way. Once you emerge, you'd have to fly the rest of the way in normal spacetime. A fast starship could do it in two months. Not a quick trip down to the chemist's but doable."
"Who the hell would want to live there?" Addy said.
"The voidgazers," Einav replied.
Addy shuddered. "Why?"
"That," Einav said, "is what I want you to find out. Marco, Addy, you will travel to Hypnos. You will infiltrate this cult as they have infiltrated my government. And you will find answers."
* * * * *
The words hung in the office. As Marco stood there, gazing at the holographic galaxy, the weight of the Milky Way seemed to crush him. Suddenly his head was spinning like that galaxy. He closed his eyes, and cold sweat trickled down his back.
Again she's sending us on a mission, he thought. Again we're heading into danger. This time farther than ever before.
Over the past few years, Marco's attitude toward Einav had begun to change. She was still his leader. Still the officer who had commanded him for decades of war. But more and more, he saw her as a friend. A normal friend. He had even stopped calling her "ma'am" or "Ms. Ben-Ari" or "Madam President" and simply called her "Einav." So odd at first, it was finally beginning to feel natural. The distance between commander and soldier had begun to shrink.
Now that iron wall came slamming down between them. Now, once more, she was his commanding officer, and Marco was her humble soldier. Since eighteen, he had fought hard for her. He had followed her into the pits of the centipedes on the distant hellworld Arakavish. He had stormed with her into battle against the vicious marauders, spiders from the depths of the galaxy. Across the burnt world of the grays he had crawled, and into the lines of twisting cyborgs he had run. A hundred times over, he had risked his life. He had followed her orders. He had fought for the Golden Lioness because she had always been there to lead him. To inspire him. He had done these things for Earth. For humanity. But also for her. For Einav Ben-Ari. His leader and his friend.
Those years had been hell. Utter, complete hell.
Now she wanted to send him on another mission. Send him into darkness. Now all those old visions returned to him. The twisted cyborgs marching, human flesh deformed and stretched over metal. The scum scuttling, their claws tearing through his friends. The dead lying all around.
He opened his eyes, and before he could control himself, the words slipped out. "No. I cannot. I will not go."
Einav's eyes widened just the slightest, her only hint of surprise. Addy gasped in shock and gripped Marco's arm.
"What do you mean?" Addy said. "Einav wants us to go, so we go."
"No!" Marco said, more firmly this time. "No. Einav, we're retired. We've fought for decades under your command. Haven't we given enough? Find somebody else."
Einav stared at him, eyes hard. "There is nobody else. Nobody I can trust. Everyone else that I trusted is dead."
"And now we might die too!" Marco said. His words hung in the air, too loud.
Einav's eyes were ice, her face as hard as the limestone of her house. "Yes. You might die." She stepped closer to him and gripped his wrist. "Listen to me, Marco. Something bad is happening at Hypnos. Something that I can't explain. Something I know in my heart puts us all in danger."
Marco took a deep breath. Addy was holding his left arm, Einav his right arm. He felt trapped between them. As if they could tear him apart.
"Einav," he said softly. "We've both fought for so long. We're a little paranoid now. And that's understandable, given our past. Ancient demons rising again? Maybe we're just seeing shadows in our imagination."
"I did not imagine the voidgazer who attacked me," she said. "Nor did you imagine the voidgazers who broke into your home."
"Just cultists!" Marco said. "Just men. All this talk of Ninazu …" He shook his head. "Really? Old Mesopotamian gods?"
"Sometimes old legends spring from truth," Einav said. "Sometimes old gods might be real. We just call them aliens today."
"Hypnos!" Addy suddenly cried out.
Marco and Einav looked at her. She was beaming.
"Yes, Addy, that's the name of the planet," Einav said carefully, glancing between her and Marco.
"I finally remembered!" she said. "Hypnos, the voidgazers … I knew they sounded familiar. They appear in my book! Freaks of the Galaxy."
"Oh God," Marco muttered, holding his palm over his face.
Addy hopped toward a bookshelf, reached up, and pulled out a book. This one seemed decidedly less ancient. It was big, colorful, and glossy. She slammed it down onto the tabletop.
"Freaks of the Galaxy Volume II!" she said triumphantly. "A classic. Ooh, first printing too. This is a rare collector's piece."
Marco turned toward Einav and frowned. "Why do you even own this book?"
"I don't," Einav said dryly. "Addy put it here a couple of years ago and forgot about it."
Addy cleared her throat. "Excuse me! Scholar at work here. Make room, make room."
She shoved aside the Sumerian codex, causing Einav to gasp and grab the priceless antique book. Glaring at Addy, Einav returned The Book of the Underworld to its shelf. Addy didn't seem to notice. She was riffling through Freaks of the Galaxy.
"All right, Hypnos!" Addy said. "I know I saw that planet in here somewhere. Let's see." She licked her thumb and flipped through a few more pages. "The Rhinoceros Man, the Dog-faced Boy of Jupiter, the Radioactive Moles of Haven …"
"Addy, this book is ridiculous," Marco said.
She ignored him, flipping a few more pages. "The Mutants of Mars, the Camel Girl of Fukushima … Ooh, the cat-faced dogs of Manchester! I forgot about those guys. Look at them, Marco! Don't they look like cat faces? Apparently their owner fed dogs nothing but cat food for five generations until—"
"Addy!"
"Fine, fine." She flipped another page. "There. The Oracles of Hypnos. I knew it."
They crowded around the book. Marco frowned. The page featured a grainy, black-and-white photograph of conjoined twins. The sisters were joined at the head. One sister had a normal face, fair and wise. The other only had half a face. The other half was buried in her sister's skull. But it was hard to tell where one skull ended and the other began. Above the ears, their skulls seemed to morph into a single large cranium.
"Interesting, eh?" Addy said.
"Not really," said Marco.
"They have one giant brain, which they share," Addy said.
"That's impossible."
"It's true!" Addy said. "The book says—"
"Maybe they have two brains that are touching," Marco said. "But it's not one giant brain."
"It is! That's why they're so smart, and they can see the future."
Marco heaved a sigh. "Addy, we're trying to have a serious conversation here, not talk about your freaks."
"Read the book, dummy," Addy said. "They're from Hypnos. It even mentions the voidgazers. They worship the twins. They believe they're oracles." She cleared her throat and read from the book. "Welcome to Hypnos, the farthest planet in the galaxy. Heavy radiation often washes the surface of Hypnos, mutating its denizens into a variety of fascinating shapes. None, perhaps, as fascinating as Urim and Tummim, known as the Oracles of Hypnos. They were born conjoined, sharing a head with a single large brain." She shot Marco a triumphant look.
"Oh, for crying out loud," Marco muttered, rolling his eyes.
Addy kept reading. "The voidgazers, a Hypnosian cult, approach Urim and Tummim once a year for guidance, for it is said they can gaze into the void between galaxies and foresee the future." She closed the book. "That's it."
"Rubbish," Marco said. "Absolute twaddle."
Addy scoffed. "So you believe Einav's book but not mine?"
"I don't believe either one, to be honest. Cults, old gods, oracles, prophecies . . . Come on. It's the twenty-second century. We've moved beyond such superstitions." He looked at the president. "Einav, back me up here."
Einav chewed her lip, considering. "Normally I'd agree with you, Marco. But what I believe doesn't matter. The voidgazers believe it. And they've shown themselves capable of invading our homes, even my government. Maybe Ninazu is just a legend. Maybe the Dreamer was just toying with me. But maybe … maybe there really is a danger out there. Beyond the galaxy. And maybe the Hypnosians have seen it."
"I'm going!" Addy said. "Hell, I'd go just to see the freaks. That's enough reason for me. If we can save the galaxy too, that's the icing on the cake." She grabbed Marco's hand. "And you, Poet, are coming with me. To the edge of the galaxy—and beyond!"
"Not beyond," Einav said.
"Fine." Addy sulked. "But only if Marco comes too."
He closed his eyes. Back into space. Back into the fire. For his president. For his leader. One more time—into the void.
"I suppose I'd get bored without saving the world," Marco said with a sigh.
Addy hugged and kissed him.
A million fears and doubts scuttled through Marco's belly, but right now only one question burned in his mind. What would they do with the kids?
* * * * *
It was a difficult question, and Addy didn't know the answer either.
Where do I put the twins while Marco and I save the world? Addy wondered. Did I agree to this mission too readily?
Juggling the fate of the galaxy and motherhood was not easy.
Thankfully, Addy had some time to think about it. Einav ended the meeting early. In a mad rush, the president fixed her hair, smoothed her suit, and flew back to Bet Eretz across the hills. Something about meeting the HDF Chief of Staff, the Minister of Defense, and the mysterious head of Magen. Addy did not envy her friend. The burdens of the presidency seemed overwhelming. Then again, so did Addy's choice today.
She exited Einav's dusty office, wandered out into the yard, and took a deep breath. The wind from the desert ruffled her hair and kissed her face, scented of sand. Addy often boasted that she came of Viking stock with a sprinkling of Cree tossed in for spice. She was not Middle Eastern like Einav, but standing here, gazing upon the desert, Addy felt that this place was magical and holy. She sought guidance from the dunes.
I can take my children into danger, she thought. I can bring them to the stronghold of a death cult on the edge of the galaxy. And what kind of mother would I be? What kind of mother dangles her children over the jaws of a crocodile? Or I can leave them behind. For weeks or months or God knows how long. And what kind of a mother abandons her children?
Addy's eyes dampened, and it wasn't just the stinging sand. She had already lost so much in these wars. Her parents. Kai, her beloved brother. Lailani and Kemi, her dearest girlfriends. The pain still clawed at her. Every day, she still thought of Kai dying in her arms. Every night, she still dreamed of her mother, dying in the snow as the centipedes fed. Oh, throughout the day, Addy joked around. She bantered. She escaped into her trivialities. Her sideshow books, her hockey games, her hot dogs. Because she had to escape. She had to be silly and stupid. Because reality was too terrible. Because if she dropped the humor, there was only that gaping, merciless pit. If she lowered the mask, there was only her anguished grimace. They said there was a void beyond the galaxy, but Addy felt that it must be small compared to the chasm of her melancholy.
All she had left were Einav, Marco, and her children. She would die a thousand deaths for Sam and Roza. For Terri too, even though the girl was not her biological daughter. Addy had accepted Terri as one of her own. Though deep in her heart of hearts dwelt a secret Addy would never tell anyone. Not even Marco. She loved the twins more, and the guilt roamed in that dark pit like a ghost.
Well, Terri was in the army now. She had a place to be. But Sam and Roza were only ten. Too young for such danger. Too young for war.
Marco and I were only eleven, she remembered. On that terrible night. When the scum killed our mothers. Now our own children are almost that age.
Despair clutched at Addy, and she took deep breaths and gazed across the landscape. The sunset gilded the dunes, and Addy smiled softly. The land was beautiful. The majesty and mystery of the desert soothed her.
Marco climbed the hill and stood beside her. "Hey, Ads."
She slipped her hand into his. "Hey, Poet."
They stood side by side, gazing at the desert. A flock of birds flew overhead. Herons, she thought. An entire cloud of them, heading south.
Marco watched them. "They're heading to Africa," he said. "Escaping the winter. When I was a kid, I always envied the birds. I wished I could fly like them. Now I'm an adult, and I've flown halfway across the galaxy and back. And now I envy the birds because they can't fly that far." He looked at Addy and held her hand tighter. "The kids should stay here. With Einav."
Tears filled Addy's eyes. She nodded. "I know. But it hurts."
"One of us can stay with them."
"No." Addy shook her head. "No, Marco. Do you remember Black Earth? Do you remember when we crawled through the ashes, hungry, starving? Do you remember how we were dying?"
He paled. They never spoke of that time. Of the war against the grays. They had faced many traumas, and they had endured much pain. Black Earth was perhaps the only pain they never spoke of. It was too horrible to even mention. And now for the first time Addy had broken that taboo, had cracked open that box of secrets.
"I remember," Marco whispered.
"I would have died without you," she said. "And you would have died without me. You saved my life a thousand times, Marco, and you still save it every day. And I save yours." Her voice cracked. "My heart rips apart to leave our twins behind, but I can't leave you. I can't."
A sob shook her, and Marco pulled her into his arms. They hugged each other on the hilltop as sand glided over the dunes, as the herons flew.
"I will never leave you," Marco whispered. "I love you, Addy. To the edge of the galaxy."
She smiled and wiped her tears. "And beyond."
"Carl will keep the twins company," Marco said. "And he needs them here too. He's still mourning the loss of his father. The twins will lift his spirits. They'll look after one another."
Addy sighed and looked at a few herons who landed to peck at fallen fruit. "I know we've had to leave the kids behind before. Whenever we went to battle. It never gets easier. I think it gets even harder. I tell myself other parents send their kids to boarding school. How is this different? I think it's because the twins are older now. That makes it harder."
Marco tilted his head. "Wouldn't that make it easier?"
"No. It makes it harder. Because they'll be turning eleven while we're away. The age we were when we lost our mothers. And if they lose me, if they lose us … I don't want them to suffer like we suffered."
"They won't lose us. We're not going to fight a war. The wars are over."
She gave him a sad smile. "You're a shit liar, Marco."
He barked a laugh, though there wasn't much mirth to it. "Maybe I am. But I still make more sense than that book of yours."
Now Addy laughed too. She embraced him again, and she just stood there with him, holding him, just needing a few more moments in his arms. Just a few more moments of joy and beauty and light before the darkness. Clouds passed over the sun, the herons cawed, and she shivered. Marco did not believe in prophecies or signs, but Addy knew then—as if she could see it in the desert and the patterns of the birds at flight—that this journey would lead deep into shadows. And she could not see the light beyond.




CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Bee, the Tortoise, and the Hundred Hares
There was one silver lining to the whole sordid affair. Thank the heavens, they would not be traveling in the Flying Hot Dog. Addy's starship was simply too small for the voyage.
"We can add booster engines," Addy insisted.
Marco, feeling smug, shook his head. "Not enough hull support."
"We can add hull armor!" Addy said.
"It'll slow us down too much."
She groaned. "Then graviton engines!"
Marco cocked an eyebrow. "And plug them into what? You're going to replace the entire steering system?"
They stood outside Einav's home, staring at the family starship. To the world, it looked like a hot dog in a bun. Marco couldn't even imagine flying this atrocity down the Wormhole Road. They'd be the joke of the galaxy. But Addy was not giving up yet. She chewed her lip, walking around the ship, tapping the hull here and there.
"I can gut the old hydraulic cables. Install new graviton pipes. A solid radiation shield on the front. I can probably even mount some folding machine guns on the sides."
"So you plan to fly to Hypnos in two years?" Marco said. "Because that's how long these upgrades would take."
She glowered at him. "Hey, after I bought this ship from Big Frank's Wiener Company, I refitted the entire thing in only …" She counted on her fingers. "Eight months."
"And that was just to get it to fly into orbit," Marco said. "Now we need to fly a starship across the galaxy. And spend months living inside it. We're going to need something a little more sophisticated than a hot dog."
Addy sighed in exasperation. "Yes, well, Marco, I don't know if you noticed, but our bank accounts are not exactly overflowing. I don't think we can afford a new starship."
"No. We can't. But Einav can. She let us choose any starship her government owns. We've got the pick of the litter. Come on." He climbed into the Hot Dog. "It's a short flight away. Let's go starship shopping."
She climbed in after him. "I don't suppose Einav has any ships shaped like sausages."
"Thankfully not."
"Corn dogs?"
"No."
Addy settled into the cockpit. "Bratwursts? I'd settle for a giant brat."
"You're a giant brat."
Addy sighed and patted the yoke. It was shaped like a bottle of mustard. "I'll miss this ship."
She shoved down the throttle, and the Hot Dog rose into the sky.
It was a chilly Monday morning. Sam and Roza were at school—all the way over in Canada. These days, you could fly around the world in an hour. South of Jerusalem, Marco and Addy flew across the Sinai desert. Another reminder of how much smaller Earth was these days. Moses and the Israelites had wandered the Sinai for forty years. Today you could fly a hot dog across it in forty seconds.
Not far from the pyramids of Giza, they descended toward Jethro Spaceport, which served the presidency of Earth. Jethro was a major hub for world leaders and their staffs. Thousands of small starships and shuttles were parked on the asphalt, gleaming in the desert sun. Larger starships could not fly in atmospheres, and they docked at space stations. But Marco and Addy didn't need anything too large. They were not ferrying an army to Hypnos. Just themselves.
Addy stared out the windshield as they neared the spaceport. Her eyes widened. "Einav said we can choose any starship here?"
"Only the ones docked at the southern field. Those are the ones Einav owns."
Addy pouted and pointed at a large, gleaming starship, its white hull adorned with golden crosses. "But I like that one!"
"Addy, that starship belongs to the pope."
"Yeesh. Fine. Southern field it is."
About a hundred corvette-sized starships docked on the hot southern asphalt. They were just small enough to fly through atmosphere, just large enough to survive a journey down the Wormhole Road. Perfect. Addy flew the Flying Hot Dog in circles above the lot.
"None of these will do," she said.
"Why?" Marco said. "They're sophisticated, expensive machines. State of the art. These are Einav's ships, and that means quality."
"That's the problem," Addy said. "They're too fancy."
"A moment ago you wanted to fly in the pope's ship."
"Marco, think!" Addy said. "Use your noggin. What do you think will happen if we fly to Hypnos in a government starship? The same government the voidgazers tried to topple? They'd shoot us down! We need to fly there undercover. We can pretend to be pilgrims, come to worship Ninazu. Or just tourists. Or random outlaws on the run. Whatever the case, we need to arrive in something less . . . presidential."
"We're not taking the Hot Dog."
"I already agreed to that. Sadly." Addy sighed. "But no. It can't be the Hot Dog or a fancy presidential starship. We need to fly there in a real piece of junk. And I know just the place to find one."
* * * * *
Half an hour later, they were descending in the Flying Hot Dog toward Tokyo.
"Tokyo, Addy? Really?" Marco groaned. "I thought you wanted a piece of junk. Japan builds the best stuff."
"Oh, don't worry. I know a place. Hold on!" She pulled the yoke. The ship veered, crossed the city center, and glided toward the rougher outskirts. Far beyond the skyscrapers and neon, the Hot Dog skittered toward a dusty scrapyard.
Marco frowned out the windshield. "What is this place? You're taking us to a landfill?"
"You'll love this place, Poet. Lailani took me here once. It's a hidden treasure."
Marco glimpsed hills of electronics, scrap metal, corroded engines, and broken robots. Hundreds of heavy machines rusted on a gravel field. Some were starships, if you could call them that. Others were bulldozers, mechas, robots, and what looked like broken amusement park rides. The Hot Dog touched down, raising clouds of dust. Rats scurried away.
Addy popped open the hatch and took a deep breath. "Ah, do you smell it, Poet? Diesel and rust! The perfume of the gods."
Marco climbed out after her, frowning. He looked around the junkyard in distaste. Used starships and shuttles stretched as far as the eye could see. Some were gargantuan haulers; you'd need a team of tuggers to lift them into orbit. Others were no larger than cars. They were all dented, rusting, falling apart. Some were sprayed with graffiti, while others showed the scars of battle. A handful seemed to be smuggler ships. A few were clearly stolen military vessels, their sigils scratched off. Many ships seemed homemade, cobbled together from scraps.
None of them seemed spaceworthy. Not one.
"They're all pieces of junk!" Marco said.
Addy nodded. "Exactly. Just what two lonely pilgrims would fly."
"Hell, we'd have more luck surviving the Wormhole Road in the Hot Dog," Marco said.
Addy gasped. "So we can—"
"No. We're not taking the Hot Dog. We're not taking any of these ships either. We're going back to Jethro Spaceport to find a nice, clean, professionally built—"
"Jethro Spaceport?" rose a voice from behind a dented frigate. "That den of thieves? They'll rip you off!"
A robot came wheeling toward them, shedding rust, leaking oil, and spilling a few loose screws. He reminded Marco of a mechanical Humpty Dumpty. His mouth seemed formed from a rusty old bear trap, and he chomped on a car's cigarette lighter like a cigar. Letters were painted onto his barrel chest. JEX: Junkyard EXpert.
"Welcome, welcome, to JEX's Starship and Robotics Emporium!" The robot teetered and swayed closer, wheels squeaking. "Whatever your price, whatever your pleasure, you will find the ride of your dreams here. My starships will take you to the stars—and beyond!"
"Not beyond," Addy said. "Marco won't let me."
"Addy, let's go," Marco said.
JEX froze. His glass eyes narrowed. He tilted backward with a gasp.
"I know you two. Addy Linden. Marco Emery. You two are Lailani's friends."
Addy smiled and waved. "It's us."
"Go away!" JEX said. "I won't sell you a thing. Go, go! You're not welcome."
Addy lost her smile. "But why?"
Hatches opened on the robot's rotund torso. Little metal arms stuck out and waved around in dismay. "Every time Lailani came here, enemies followed her. Aliens! Mercenaries! Assassins! She was trouble and so are you. Go away!"
"We have an open tab from the president of Earth," Addy said.
JEX hesitated. He looked behind him, looked side to side, then looked again at Addy. "No aliens after you?"
"Nope."
"No assassins?"
Addy shrugged. "Probably not."
Gears turned in the robot's head. They were visible through a crack. Finally he nodded, spilling another gear. "Fine. But you buy the extended warranty too."
"If you toss in an air freshener and a pair of those fluffy dice," Addy said.
JEX stretched out a little metal hand. "Deal."
Addy shook it, then looked at Marco. "Let's go shopping."
* * * * *
They spent a while exploring the junkyard, browsing through different starships. Addy had told a white lie. They didn't quite have an open tab. But thankfully, nothing here looked particularly expensive. And for good reason. Marco approached one starship, pulled open the hatch, and found a family of possums. The babies hissed at him. Marco moved onward. The next starship, a vintage little thing the size of a Volkswagen bus, seemed charming at first glance. At least until Marco saw the geese nesting inside. They scared him off with angry honks.
"Is every starship here full of animals?" Marco asked.
JEX wheeled alongside. "Most of them, yeah." He took a drag on his cigar. "Might want to avoid that one too. A mother ocelot just had a litter, and she's very protective. Big claws." The robot pointed at scratches on his torso.
They passed by a heavy freighter. A good, solid ship. The hull had a few dents but nothing Marco couldn't buff out.
"What about that one?" he asked.
"Ah, excellent choice!" JEX said. "The freighter used to serve Democritus Nuclear Power Plant. For thirty years, this girl delivered used uranium rods to the radioactive junkyards beyond Pluto. Want a tour inside?"
"Um … no," Marco said, quickening his step.
"Marco, we should look inside!" Addy said, grabbing his arm. "There might be radioactive animals. Freaks, Marco! Animal freaks!"
"No, thanks. In fact, let's hurry over to the south yard. Quickly. Faster please!"
He practically had to drag Addy by. She was gazing longingly at the freighter.
The junkyard also sold robots. Escaping the radioactive ship (Marco could swear it was glowing), they passed through a crowd of them. There were butler robots, complete with rusty tin tuxedos. One held out a tray to Addy, topped with shattered glasses with nothing but dust and spiders inside. Other robots were HOBBS units—big, hulking war machine. Eight feet tall, they stared down imperiously. Like everything else here, the HOBBS warriors were in poor condition. One had a mouse peeking out from its empty eye socket. Addy was fascinated and tried to bargain for one, and Marco had to pull her along. Not exactly subtle enough for an undercover mission, those big hulking brutes. They even passed by love robots—alluring, attractive, and very feminine. Marco paused to admire them, then winced when Addy gave him a sharp elbow to the ribs.
They emerged into the southern yard. JEX followed them, leaking oil and pausing now and then to fix his wheels.
"You don't want to buy anything from this section," the robot said. "This is where we keep the cheap stuff. The real junk."
"Oh God, it gets worse?" Marco said.
Yes. It did. They walked among ships full of cracks and bullet holes. A few ships were barely more than just piles of scrap metal. One ship was literally just made out of wood (it came from a cargo cult in Melanesia, JEX explained). But soon Addy let out a gasp, and her eyes widened.
"That one!" She pointed. "It's perfect!"
Marco stared. His spirits sank. It was another hot-dog-shaped ship. Big Frank's Wiener Company had been getting rid of them, it seemed. Marco couldn't blame them.
"Addy, it's in even worse shape than yours!"
"I love it. We're buying that one."
Groaning, Marco pulled her away. He practically had to drag her across the lot. They passed by a starfighter with a shattered canopy (snakes were writhing inside the cockpit), something that looked like a saucer the size of a backyard swimming pool (a tree was growing from the center), and a mecha missing both legs and one arm (a Menorian octopus was asleep inside the hollow torso). Marco was losing hope.
"Maybe we can try a different used starship lot," he said. "There's a Spacecraft Supermart not far from here."
JEX's jaw dropped. Literally. The robot had to pick up the rusty bear trap from the dust. "Those crooks? They'll rip you off."
"You tried to sell us a radioactive death trap," Marco reminded him.
JEX wheeled backward, clutching his chest in indignation. "At a fair price!"
"He's got you there, Poet," Addy said.
The rotund robot heaved a rattling sigh. A few bolts fell out his mouth. "Well, I got one ship that just came in. I was saving it for my most elite clients. But, well, since you do have that open tab …"
"Are there mutant animals inside?" Addy said, hope kindling her eyes.
JEX took them behind a veritable mountain of scrap metal. Several customers were walking atop the heap, rummaging like ants, pulling out various android parts, electronics, cables, and random bits of metal. Every once in a while, a cat hissed and fled. Marco watched one customer—a shabby old man in a leather coat—retrieve a doll's head from the pile. The head blinked and smiled and spoke in Japanese. A seagull dived, snatched the head, and flew off with a cackle. The old man cursed and threw a can after it.
Around the scrap mountain, JEX gestured. "Behold! The starship of the future—today!"
"Where, behind the tugger?" Marco said.
"It is the tugger! She's wonderful, isn't she?"
Marco heaved a sigh. Tuggers were a dime a dozen. They were bulky ships, roughly the size of a bungalow, used to haul heavy loads in space. The more nimble ones pulled large starships in and out of space stations. Others hauled asteroids for mining. Some tuggers worked with salvage crews, dragging decommissioned starships to yards like these. Probably how the thing ended up here. Cheaper to abandon than fly home.
"It's a derelict," Marco said. "I can get a brand-new tugger for—"
"It's a bee!" Addy said, eyes wide.
Marco frowned at her. "What?"
She pointed. "Look!"
The bulky tugger looked a little like a bee, Marco supposed. Its hull was round and bulky, and somebody had painted yellow-and-black stripes across it.
"Imagine it, Poet." Addy's eyes lit up. "I can install a cannon on the back. Like a bee's stinger. And guns at the front like a bee's pincers."
"Bees don't have pincers. Besides, Addy, do you really think a tugger is made for interstellar travel?"
"Marco, darling, a tugger can survive a black hole. It'll do fine on the Wormhole Road."
"But does it have an azoth drive?" Marco said. A rhetorical question. Of course it didn't.
Azoth was the most expensive crystal in the galaxy. It was rarer than diamonds, costlier than rubies, more beautiful than emeralds and sapphires. Starships with azoth drives cost a fortune. And for good reason. Azoth was what made faster-than-light travel possible. The way diamonds refracted light, azoth refracted spacetime. Even the smallest crystal could warp the very fabric of the universe. Azoth allowed starships to form a bubble of warped spacetime around them, letting them fly faster than light. It was how you reached the stars.
"Of course it has an azoth drive!" JEX said, patting the striped starship.
Marco's eyes widened. "This hunk of junk has an azoth crystal inside?"
"Well, no," JEX confessed. "But it does have the drive! Crystal not included."
"I'm buying it," Addy said. "Don't worry, Marco. Einav will give us a crystal. She has a million of them." She turned toward the robot. "JEX, how much?"
"Ten thousand credits," the robot said.
Addy shook her head. "I'll give you two thousand and not a penny more."
"Ninety-nine hundred," JEX countered.
Addy shook his metal hand. "Deal!"
Marco groaned.
* * * * *
They took off from Japan, flying the tugger. Addy named the ship the Bee's Knees. It took two to operate her. Marco took the helm while Addy manned the tractor beam. They soared over Tokyo, tugging the Flying Hot Dog behind them. Marco noticed people on rooftops snapping photos. He wanted a black hole to open and swallow both ships.
Within minutes, they were in orbit, racing over the Pacific. Hundreds of other shuttles and starships buzzed around them. Several flew close enough to snap photos. Where was that darned black hole?
Within half an hour, they were descending toward Canada. They got there just in time to pick up the kids from school. Roza and Sam gaped at the Bee and ran around inside, finding various trinkets the previous owner had left. Marco had to confiscate a laser gun from Sam and a chainsaw from Roza. Leaving the Flying Hot Dog at their cottage, they took off again, flying back to Israel where their day had begun. They were meeting Einav for dinner.
They had a lot to talk about.
When they landed on the hill outside Jerusalem, Carl was there. The ten-year-old boy gaped at the heavy tugger, ran toward the ship, and hopped inside. Carl had always been a thoughtful boy, sensitive, reflective. His father's death had hit him hard. But as Sam and Roza showed him around the Bee's Knees, Carl managed to smile.
Marco did another sweep of the ship, collecting loose weapons. This time he had to pull a flamethrower away from Roza. Who the hell had owned this starship? A Yakuza boss? Finally he left Addy to supervise the kids. Alone, Marco entered the little brick house to meet the president.
He found Einav in the kitchen. She stood by the window, head lowered, chopping vegetables. Marco stood for a moment in the doorway, watching her. The sunset painted her gold and silver. Her hair was pulled into its customary ponytail, and she wore a simple dress. She looked so young, so pure, like a Vermeer brought to life. There she was. The leader of humanity. A woman in a humble kitchen, preparing a meal.
She looked up at him, and in her green eyes, he saw the great burden of her post, the fear that filled her but also her unfaltering strength.
"Did you find a ship?" she asked.
Marco nodded and stepped closer. "Can I help?"
She nodded. "Grab a knife. Chop that parsley."
He got to work, chopping parsley while she peeled potatoes. For a moment they worked in silence.
Finally he said, "How are you, Einav?"
She smiled tightly. A tense smile. More of a grimace, really. "The serum is out already. It's only been a few days since they stole the vial. And already they've duplicated it. Already they're selling it on the streets. A nursing home in America gave the serum to their residents last night."
Marco nearly chopped off his fingertips. "Jesus. A nursing home? At their age, the odds of the serum killing them …"
Einav aggressively quartered a potato. Her knife left grooves in the cutting board. "One man survived. He was in his nineties, and he looks only thirty today. He was dancing a jig on camera. The rest died. Over two hundred of them."
"God." Marco paused from chopping. "I mean—God."
She looked at him, knife frozen in her hand. "Marco, it'll get worse. The Methuselah serum will spread like other drugs. Like cocaine, heroin, or shabu."
"But the Methuselah serum kills people!" Marco said. "Why would anyone spread a drug that kills?"
Einav raised an eyebrow and smiled crookedly. "Are other drugs any different? Other drugs can kill you too. But people take them for a quick high. This drug can give you eternal youth. Which do you think would tempt people more? Marco, this will become the most popular drug in the world. Maybe in history. And it can kill half of humanity."
She picked up her minicom and tapped a button. A holofeed of the news hovered over the kitchen counter. Carson Cobb was visiting a kindergarten in Vietnam. The teacher had given the children the serum.
"I was told the odds of death are minimal at their young age," she explained.
The camera panned to show the children. Some were only fetuses now. Lying on the floor. Dying. Nurses were rushing in, lifting the wrinkly red fetuses, and placing them into incubators.
Einav switched the news off. "It's everywhere. The North Koreans say they'll give it to their soldiers. Turn them into superwarriors. Teenagers are buying it outside of school. Athletes are already talking about taking it, staying young for the next Olympics. Aging actors and entertainers are buying it. They know that fame rewards the youthful. It'll get worse. We're facing a war, Marco. Not a war against aliens this time. A war against our own technology."
"People need to know how harmful it is!" Marco said. "Giving it to seniors? To kindergartners? They're doing this because they're ignorant. Because they don't know the risks. Because of misinformation in the news. Online. Everywhere. Carson Cobb tells them one thing, another talking head says something else, and the lies continue. Speak to the people, Einav. Tell them the truth."
She slammed her knife onto the countertop. "I did, Marco! I spoke to the media. I did a press conference. But people think I'm lying. That I'm just a crooked politician. Misinformation spreads faster than any drug in the world. Once it's out there, it mutates. Lies twist into other lies. Maybe the truth wins at the end. But the truth is a tortoise, slow and steady. Lies are a hundred hares running in every direction."
Marco thought about that for a moment. Then he spoke softly. "When we came back from the scum war, we thought the world would see us as heroes. Do you remember, Einav? We defeated the scum empress herself. And the world scorned us. They imprisoned you for speaking the truth. They treated Addy and me like war criminals. We saved them, and they spat on us. Humans lie. Humans slander and mislead and corrupt. But we still fight for them. Do you know why?"
Einav nodded. "Because truth still matters."
"No matter how many lies are told, no matter how fast those lies spread, no matter how many believe them—they cannot change the truth. The truth doesn't care what people say. The truth is simply the truth—not up for debate, not a matter of opinion, as unalterable as the laws of the universe. So long as we believe that—and I do—we can fight for this truth. Same as we fight against the enemies of our world."
"So we must fight two wars," Einav said. "One against the enemy beyond our borders. One against the enemy within."
"Has any war ever been different?"
"I suppose not."
Marco put a hand on her shoulder. "It's never been easy to be a soldier. And it's a hundred times harder to lead soldiers. But since when did we do easy?"
Einav hugged him. "Thank you, Marco. You always ground me." She blinked damp eyes and touched his cheek. "I'm glad you came into my platoon all those years ago. I lost so many people. And I'm so glad you're still here. I could not do any of this without you."
Addy stomped into the kitchen, saw them embracing, and frowned. "What's going on here?"
Einav looked at her. "I'm stealing your husband."
For a moment, Addy considered. Then she snorted and waved dismissively. "Keep him. So long as you feed me dinner."
Einav nodded. "We're cooking sweet lokshen kugel, fresh tabbouleh, roasted potatoes, and lamb chops with mint from my garden."
"Oh," Addy said. "Sounds good."
"And I'm defrosting some hot dogs in the sink for you," Einav said.
Addy's eyes lit up. "Forget Marco, steal me! I love you, Einav Ben-Ari."
As they kept cooking, they spent a while discussing the twins. Once more, they floated the idea of taking the kids to Hypnos too. And again, they rejected it. Too dangerous. Insanity. Eventually it was settled. Sam and Roza would move into Einav's house. They would miss some school in Canada, but they could attend school in Jerusalem with Carl for a while.
"It'll be a good experience for them," Marco said. But he sounded unconvincing even to himself. He had spent long times away from his kids during the wars. It was never easy.
Einav, of course, could not be a full-time mother. She assured Marco and Addy that her nannies were excellent. She had known them since her own childhood. They took good care of Carl. And they could take good care of the twins until Marco and Addy returned.
"Those nannies better not be voidgazers too," Addy said.
"If they are, they've had a million chances to kill me since I was four years old," Einav said. "They're safe."
It occurred to Marco then just how lonely they all were. The kids had no grandparents left. The wars had killed them. He, Addy, and Einav were all war orphans now. They had lost Addy's brother too, while Marco and Einav had no siblings. They had lost their best, their oldest friends. Marco kept trying to think of somebody he knew, somebody who could come check on the twins, make sure things were all right. Surely they had some family member left. Some friend.
But no. There were none left. They had all fallen.
The enormity of their experiences and loss weighed on Marco. He thought of the fallen. Of people he loved. Some he had lost decades ago. Some he had lost only last year. Marco mourned them all. Even now, sometimes he thought it must be some mistake. That he would wake up and realize his family and friends were back. That it had all been a nightmare. But time went by and they never returned.
The grief crushed him. But he looked at Einav and Addy, and their love soothed him. He still had them. Still had these two bright lights like the sun and moon in the darkness of his loss.
They called the kids in for dinner, and before they ate, they told him. That Mom and Dad were going away for work. That they would be away for a few weeks. Maybe a few months. The twins listened quietly, and Sam cried a little, and Roza got angry and yelled. It broke Marco's heart. But as they had comforted Carl after the death of his father, Carl was quick to comfort the twins. The young boy, wise beyond his years, promised to take them on adventures in the hills. He would show them a cave with old bones, and they could even explore the tunnels below Jerusalem if they wanted to. Stories told that hidden treasure waited there. The twins were soothed, and after dinner, they were back to their games, chasing one another around the yard, swinging wooden swords, throwing olive grenades, and playing at slaying aliens.
"How much do they know?" Marco said softly, looking out the window at the children. "Do they know we fly to danger?"
Addy nodded. "They know. They're not playing and laughing because they're innocent. They're playing and laughing because they're escaping."
Marco thought about that. Escapism from the horror. Addy escaped into her humor, her freaks, her hot dogs. Marco escaped into his writing, into Homewood, a land of woodlings and dragons. Perhaps it was hardest for Einav. She had her garden, and she had her kitchen, but she could never truly escape. Not with the burden she carried.
"Are you ready to leave soon?" Einav said.
"As ready as we'll ever be," said Marco. "We can leave tomorrow morning."
"Give me an extra day." Addy grinned and rubbed her hands. "I need to install some weapons on the Bee."
"Before you get started, there's something I wanted to give you," Einav said. "For your journey. A new invention of HDF intelligence. It's still experimental and very discreet. You'll be the first two soldiers testing it outside the lab."
"Ooh!" said Addy.
"Why are we always the guinea pigs who keep testing new technology?" Marco said, thinking of the Methuselah nanobots swimming through him.
Addy slung an arm around him. "Because we're the only pigs still alive." She winked at Einav. "What have you got for us?"
Einav led them into her office and opened a drawer in her desk. "Don't worry, this won't hurt you."
"The most famous last words in history," Marco said. "Don't worry. And this won't hurt you."
Einav pulled two wooden boxes from the drawer and placed them on the tabletop. She opened one of the boxes, revealing a choker, two bracelets, and a belt with a silver buckle.
"Jewelry?" Addy said, raising an eyebrow. "I'm more into tattoos, personally, but . . . thanks, I guess?"
"Wait, I'll show you," said Einav. She put the choker around her neck, fastened the belt around her waist, and put the bracelets on.
"You look beautiful," Addy said. "But—"
"Just watch!" Einav said.
The president tapped a button on the choker and … changed. Her blond ponytail curled and reddened. Her pale skin browned, and her green eyes darkened. Even her clothes changed. Her dress became a pair of jeans and a sweater.
Marco's eye widened. "Bloody hell!"
"Stop being British!" Addy said. She elbowed him hard, then looked at the stranger in the room. "This is amazing! Einav, is that really you?"
"It's me," she said. And it was definitely Einav's voice. "The jewelry contains hidden projectors that can coat the wearer with holographic skin. It allows you to change your appearance. Within reason, of course. I can't shapeshift into an alien octopus or anything. But I can change my colors, my facial features, even my body type."
Addy gasped. "Imagine the market for weight loss!"
"Wouldn't that just be an illusion?" Marco asked.
Addy patted his cheek. "Everything is an illusion, baby. This is the makeup of the future."
Einav tapped a button, and with a shower of pixels like scattering confetti, the hallucination vanished. Once more, she looked like the same old Einav. "There might be civilian applications in the future, I suppose. But the scramble jewels were invented for espionage. When you travel to Hypnos, I want you to travel undercover. As nobodies."
Marco thought for a moment. "Einav, with all due respect, Addy and I are fairly obscure already. Nobody knows who we are."
"What do you mean?" Addy said. "We're famous!"
"Are we?" Marco asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Of course we are!" Addy insisted. "We saved the world! Six times, by my count. The scum, the marauders, the grays, the cyborgs, the starlings … all of those monsters."
"That's five times, Ads."
"Regardless, we're household names!"
"Who are the Russian soldiers who captured the Reichstag?" Marco said.
Addy blinked. "Um, I dunno."
"There's a famous photo of them raising a flag on the Reichstag. Come on, Ads, who were they?"
"I have no idea!"
"Well, who raised the flag at Iwo Jima?"
"Poet, I don't know! I remember Stalin led the Russians, and Roosevelt led the Americans, but …"
"But you don't remember the individual soldiers," Marco said. "Nor do I. Even though they're the ones who saved the world. Everyone knows Einav Ben-Ari because she led us. Nobody knows who we are. That's often the reality of soldiers. And not only soldiers, for that matter. There was a man who, in the twentieth century, invented genetically engineered crops. They were hardy and resistant to drought. Before this man, famine regularly killed millions of people. After his invention, famine became a rarity. It's estimated that this man saved a billion lives. More than anyone in history."
Addy's eyes widened. "Who was he? What was his name?"
"You know what, Addy? I can't remember."
She thought for a moment. "Point taken. Everyone knows the monsters. The serial killers. The tyrants. Heroes work in obscurity." Addy scrunched up her lips. "To be fair, we don't even know if those old soldiers were heroes. For all we know, they might have been heartless killers. War criminals. I bet the Japanese didn't see the Americans at Iwo Jima as heroes. And I doubt the Americans thought the Soviet soldiers were heroes even after they crushed Nazi Germany."
"One man's hero is another man's villain," Marco said. "Another lesson of history. But still, those voidgazers broke into our house. They're my villains. And whoever sent them, well, they likely know what we look like. The holographic scramblers are a good idea. Let's try them. Einav, how do they work?"
The president lifted her minicom. "You can customize your appearance using minicom software. The options are limited. Hair color, skin tone, facial features, and some alterations to body type. Nothing too dramatic. The more you stray from your actual appearance, the more the illusion struggles. So no, you can't suddenly transform yourself into a giant man-eating blob from Mars."
"Actually, in Addy's case, that wouldn't be much of a change," Marco said, earning a well-deserved punch from his wife.
They both installed the software on their minicoms. The cameras scanned their faces, and the interface allowed them to modify their appearance, creating a holographic disguise. Marco decided to be subtle. He played around with options on the screen, modifying his photograph. At first he just changed his hair and beard from brown to red, then turned his brown eyes blue. That wasn't much of a disguise. He adjusted the facial features themselves, thinning his nose, lengthening his chin, playing with different jaw shapes. He could even choose an estimated age. He went with forty-one, his actual age, even if he no longer looked it. Finally he was content. He stared at a new man on the minicom. So far, only an edited photograph on a screen. Would it work for real? On his body and face?
"Well, let's try it," he said.
He placed on the bracelets, belt, and necklace, then tapped a button. The jewelry seemed to vanish. Holographic pixels rippled across him, changing his appearance. He looked into the mirror, and he stared at a stranger. A middle-aged man, silver streaks through his red beard, his eyes blue and weary. It could have been anyone. Who was that? Was that really him? The illusion was perfect.
"Grüezi!" came a voice from behind him. "It is I, Heidi Huber, Princess of the Alps!"
Marco turned to see Addy. Or at least he thought it was Addy. She wore a red skirt, tan bodice, and puffy white sleeves. A blue kerchief topped her head, and her hair hung in two golden braids tied with ribbons. Her many tattoos had vanished from her arms. Her face looked a little different. The mouth a little wider. The cheeks a little pinker. Her eyes were still blue and sparkling.
"Remember Heidi?" Addy said. "My alter ego?"
Marco sighed. "Unfortunately, yes. I remember she embarrassed me throughout our trip to Switzerland."
"Well, she's back!" Addy danced around, skirt swirling. "I just need an alphorn."
"Please don't blow an alphorn into my ear again," Marco said, wincing. "It still rings sometimes."
Addy ran her hands over her bodice. "Hey, I think this hologram flattened my tummy. I haven't had abs like this since before the twins."
"I notice it didn't shrink your backside," Marco said.
Addy looked over her shoulder. "Dammit!"
"There's a limit to what even the best tech can do."
Addy punched him.
* * * * *
They spent the night at Einav's house. The next day, Addy pulled on steel-tipped boots, a hardhat, and work gloves. Heidi was mothballed for now, and Addy was back in business—tattooed, foulmouthed, and covered in grime. She arranged piles of tools and weapons in the yard around the Bee's Knees. As rock music blared from her minicom, she spent hours with her toys: laser chainsaws, blowtorches, and drills the size of bazookas. Marco and the kids helped. Soon soot covered them all. Addy was in heaven.
"Machines, weapons, and rock 'n' roll," she said, wiping sweat off her brow. "My three favorite things."
"What about hot dogs?" Marco asked.
"I'd love one, thanks!"
By nightfall, her work was complete. Two machine guns flanked the Bee's prow like mandibles. A cannon extended from the stern like a stinger. Addy had plugged them into the Bee's existing electrical grid and mounted joysticks to control them.
In the darkness, she raised her welding helmet's visor, brushed her sooty hands together, and nodded in satisfaction. "Not too bad, if I say so myself." She lit a cigar and took a puff. "Can't wait to sting some hydrians."
Marco collapsed onto the grass, exhausted. "I hate being a mechanic. Writing books is easier."
Addy sat down beside him. They leaned against each other, gazing at the stars.
"So off to space we go again," Addy said.
Marco slung an arm around her waist. "I love you, Addy."
She kissed his sooty cheek. "Love ya, Poet."
In the morning, Marco and Addy hugged their kids, cried, and Einav practically needed a crowbar to separate them. The couple entered the Bee's Knees and took off, leaving Jerusalem, then Earth herself below. They flew between thousands of other starships, military and civilian, then soared past the moon, heading into the darkness.
Sitting at the helm, Marco looked at Addy, who sat at his side. He clasped her hand. She gave him a sad smile, her eyes damp.
"It's been a while, hasn't it?" Marco said. "Since we flew off on adventure."
"Adventure, Poet?" She squeezed his hand. "The voidgazers invaded our home. They nearly killed our kids. I'd fly to the edge of the universe to find them. And by God, they'll regret the day they learned the name Heidi Huber."
"You mean Addy Linden."
"Sorry, still in character."
They flew onward, flying into deep space … farther than they'd ever flown before.




CHAPTER NINE 

Contagion
Einav stood on the hilltop, watching the Bee's Knees rise higher and higher, become a little speck like a morning star, then vanish into the distance. Einav wished she could have gone with them. Often she regretted taking on the presidency. Often she wished she could retire, explore the galaxy with her friends, enjoy peace after so much sacrifice. She did not like this job. She hated the fame. Hated the politics. Hated the yoke on her shoulders. Yet Einav bore this burden nonetheless because she knew what was out there. She heard those whispers from the void. If Earth fell, all her decades of war had been for naught.
So I must bear this burden, and I must strengthen Earth, she thought. I must forge and temper us so that we are like a shield.
The storm was coming. The true war. The war to end all wars. Sometimes Einav felt like a woman lost at sea, riding on a humble raft, watching a tidal wave approach.
Strength came from unity, she knew. And right now, due to her own folly, Earth was tearing apart.
I should have destroyed that serum when I had the chance, she thought. I should have burned down the lab. I certainly should never have taken the treatment myself. Now I can't put the snakes back in the basket.
She stepped into her house, returned to her office, and opened her drawer. She pulled out a set of scramble jewels. She donned the choker, the bracelets, the belt, and faced her mirror. With the tap of a button, Einav adjusted her appearance, doubling her age. The holographic pixels rippled across her, then settled on a hallucination. Once more, she looked like a woman in her midforties.
For a moment, she felt crushing loss.
That surprised her. Why was she feeling grief? This looked like her. Like she should look. Like she had looked before taking the Methuselah serum. And yet . . . that loss filled her. She saw again the crow's-feet at the corners of her eyes. The streak of silver in her golden hair. The slender wrinkles, the scars of years of worry and want. The body that had known childbirth, four decades of wear and tear, and the agonies of perimenopause. Once more, she looked her age. Forty-three. And the pain surprised her.
Oh, she knew that were she sixty-three, she would miss the vitality of forty-three. And were she eighty-three, she would miss the spryness of her sixties. But yes, she had tasted being twenty again. It was funny how fast she had gotten used to youth.
I never appreciated my youth the first time around, she thought. My twenties were lost to war. To grief. To suffering.
Come to think of it—more than just her twenties. It seemed like her entire life had been one long tale of woe. Well, this was only an illusion. She could tap a button. Remove the hallucination. See again the effects of a successful Methuselah treatment. Beneath these aging pixels, she was young again. She had another chance.
And why not enjoy her youth now? A tabula rasa? A do-over? They said youth was wasted on the young. Well, she would not waste it this time. She could do all those things war had stolen from her. Date. Party. Play. Be like any other twenty-year-old.
But she could not. Not even if she removed the scrambler jewels. Her body might be young again but not her soul. On the inside, she was still scarred. Still hurt. Still forged in the fires of battle. No serum could undo that. Her eyes were still old. The serum could make her face appear young again, but it could not change her eyes. Because the eyes were windows, and the serum could paint a house but not banish the ghosts that haunted its chambers.
She would keep the scrambler jewels on. She would maintain this illusion. Every year, she would adjust the dials, age herself another year. Beneath the holographic pixels, she was still young and strong. But she would not show that to the world. They would see a woman who aged naturally. Who was like them. Not an elite who had drunk from the fountain of youth. But a leader of the people. One they could follow.
She still carried her burden, her responsibility for Earth. She had saved humanity, but that was the easy part. The hard part was to weather the storms ahead. To make sure all she had built was not undone. She was like a woman who had built a castle in the sand, and now the tide was rolling in. If anyone questioned her apparent youth in recent days, she would laugh, say it was a trick of makeup and lighting. Look! Look at these wrinkles. Look at this silver streak of wisdom through my hair. I'm one of you.
She turned away from the mirror, and suddenly a great loneliness struck her. Her house seemed so empty. She was wearing a mask. A disguise. She was playing a character for the world, and who could she remove her costume for? Noah was gone. Lailani and Kemi were gone. Her parents were gone. She was known to billions. She led humanity. The world itself followed her. And she was utterly alone.
She missed Marco and Addy already. They had only been gone for an hour, and this was already so hard.
From outside came the laughter of children. Einav opened the blinds, looked past her guards, and she saw them there, playing among the olive trees. Carl, her beloved son, and the twins, whom Einav loved like a niece and nephew. Their laughter was like bells from the city of Jerusalem, like a raft to save her from the ocean of her melancholy. She was not alone.
Over the next few days, Einav rode that raft over the waves of leadership. She met with generals, world leaders, and the rulers of distant colonies. She approved a new colony on a planet orbiting Tau Ceti. She reviewed a contract for a hundred new defensive satellites around Earth, considered, then decided to spend the money on a new warship instead. She visited the orbiting farms of Jupiter, walked through glass domes full of corn and wheat, and shook hands with the farmers. She met schoolchildren on Mars and read them a storybook. With the cameras flashing, of course. She kept the scrambler on, and she let the cameras zoom in.
Look! I'm just like you. I am not a Methuselah.
Not everyone was buying it.
That night on the news, Carson Cobb was fuming. He glowered at the camera, practically foaming at the mouth. "Are we really to believe, loyal viewer, that Ben-Ari has not taken the serum? We all saw her photos after the assassination attempt. Looking like an innocent girl fresh out of college. Now she reads a storybook to children on Mars—a pathetic attempt to divert attention from the Methuselah crisis, by the way—and suddenly she looks like her old self. And I do mean her old self. Could she be using prosthetics? Painted-on wrinkles? How long will she keep up this act? Does she really think we're so dumb that—"
Einav flipped the channel.
A broadcast was coming in from Eastern Europe. A grizzled warlord stood in a battlefield, his uniform stained with mud and blood. Chomping on a cigar, he stared at the camera. He spoke with a deep, grainy voice and a thick accent. "Yes, that is right. I give serum to soldiers. Half grow old. So what? Other half be young forever. Be supersoldiers! No need to train more kids, ah?"
The camera panned back to show his disheveled, muddy army. Half looked young and strong. The other half looked like men in their eighties. The young ones, those who had won the serum lottery, fired their guns into the air and howled with triumph.
"I really ought to bring in the HDF and clean that mess up," Einav muttered, adding another item to her to-do list. As much as she liked to imagine that Earth was united, it was not. Not truly. There were still warlords ruling little pockets across Eastern Europe, America, the Middle East, and the moon Ganymede. Even areas under her control were fracturing. Society was unraveling. The serum hit Earth like fuel hitting a fire.
She flipped to another channel. It showed a street in downtown Los Angeles. Homeless youths ambled about, looking even more disheveled and malnourished than the Eastern European mercenaries. The youths passed around pipes full of bubbling purple liquid. A journalist stood among them, her expression severe.
"The Methuselah serum has become a popular street drug," the reporter said. "Jerusalem Joe, they call it here. Local drug lords have apparently been cooking it themselves in basement labs, creating what some call inferior products. Yet that doesn't deter the users on Skid Row."
The journalist held the mic toward a homeless man. "Yeah, they say it's dangerous," said the man. "I don't give a damn. I'm too old to get another job. I was fired from the factory after thirty years. Ended up here on the streets. Nobody will hire me at this age, so what have I got to lose? So yeah, I bought the Joe." He held out a vial. "Cheers."
He downed the liquid—a dose far too large—and began to age rapidly. His gray hair turned white and floated off in the wind. His skin wrinkled and peeled back, revealing the bones.
It got worse every day.
On Tuesday, Methuselah starred in the news again. The holofeed showed a hospital ward. Young women crowded the corridor, dark bags under their eyes. They had taken the serum while pregnant. It worked. It gave them long life. But inside their bellies, their fetuses were aging at a rapid rate, withering into little old men.
On Wednesday, the world was in uproar. Minatozaki Mina, a J-pop idol whose star was fading, announced that she would take the serum.
"I'm thirty-seven," she said to her remaining fans. "I've aged out of pop music. Try getting a gig in the Tokyo Dome at my age! They won't let you." She wiped away tears. "Soon I'll be sixteen again. Soon people will love me again."
She downed the serum live on camera, streaming it to the world (or at least those in the world who still remembered her). Everyone watched her skin wrinkle, wither, and fall off, and her bones clattered down and crumbled to dust.
On Thursday, twenty more aging pop stars took the serum. Ten regained their youth and quickly rushed to book arenas and variety show appearances. Their songs skyrocketed to the tops of the charts. Eight took enough serum to collapse into dust within moments. Two were still alive and moving into nursing homes.
By Wednesday, dozens of aging actors had joined them. They had starred in blockbuster action films, romantic comedies, fantasy epics. Now they were old and struggled to find work. The serum killed most of them. A few landed starring movie roles for the first time in decades.
On Thursday, the athletes joined the slaughter. Andre Parker, a Canadian track-and-field runner, had gone to the Olympics four times. He kept ending fourth place. Race after race—just shy of a medal. Now he was pushing forty and too old to run fast. He drank the serum, broadcasting it live—and won the Methuselah lottery.
"Olympics 2169, here we come!" he said, eighteen again, grinning to the camera.
Ludmila Morozov had won a staggering eight gold medals at the World Figure Skating Championships. But every time she went to the Winter Olympics, the pressure got to her. She stumbled and fell. She won bronze one year, silver another. Her trophy case was still missing that Olympic gold. The upcoming Olympics did not look promising. She was now competing against athletes half her age. Live on the internet, she raised the serum.
"It worked for Andre Parker. Here we go."
The news on Thursday night showed Ludmila moving into a retirement home, tears in her eyes, silver streaking her hair. She nearly slipped on the icy patio.
Every day it spread farther. Thankfully, most people had the good sense to stay away from the Methuselah drug. But then again, most people had the common sense to stay away from any hard drug. That didn't stop its ravages of society. People had many reasons to take drugs, Einav knew. And she sympathized. Some took opioids to ease the pain in their bodies. Some drank alcohol to ease the pain in their minds. Nobody took drugs to purposefully harm themselves. They took them as a bad solution to a worse problem. It was the same with this one.
Then, on Friday, another catastrophe rocked the world. It happened at a middle school in Canada. Nobody could trace where their batch of Jerusalem Joe came from. It was not the original. Not the stuff made in Noah's lab. A batch brewed elsewhere. A bad batch. A teenager was selling it outside of school.
"He told us it was safe," said one of the victims, a twelve-year-old with graying hair and a crooked back.
"He told us we could live forever," said another child, a thirteen-year-old girl in a bassinet, no larger than a baby.
A hundred kids took the drug. Half would live for centuries. The other half might make it till Christmas.
It was the last straw. And the world buckled below it.
Einav stood in her office at Bet Eretz, watching them through the windows. Thousands of protesters. They marched down the streets of Jerusalem and every other world city. They blamed her.
"It was her husband who developed the drug!" Carson Cobb cried, splattering saliva. "She took it and lived—and we die! We demand justice!"
Around the world, they burned. They looted. Her supporters and foes fought in the streets. And in the distance beyond the dark, Earth's enemies were surely watching. Waiting. Einav imagined them rubbing their tentacles and grinning.
"We don't even need to invade them!" her imaginary hydrians said. "They're destroying themselves."
That day, standing there in her office, Einav seriously considered resigning. Half the world despised her. They wanted her gone. If the elections were today, she would likely lose. Why should she cling to power? Why couldn't she accept responsibility, leave her post? She could retire to write. She could spend more time with her son. Let somebody else deal with leadership! Why must she carry this yoke?
Because I'm the only one who knows, she thought. About the hydrians. About the oncoming storm. So I must remain. I must prepare this world. Even if this world hates me.
God, she wished Marco and Addy were here. She had never missed them more. They were halfway across the galaxy now. For the first time, she must face her challenges alone. Her father was gone; the colonel had died in the same battle that stole Einav's arm. Her wise professor was gone. Kemi and Lailani, her right-hand women, her stalwart companions, had fallen in war. Einav had never felt so lonely. She was the leader of billions, yet she was completely, utterly alone. It was the curse of leadership. The curse of survival.
That day, she pulled on her presidential suit. But she felt like she was dressing in a military uniform. She looked at herself in the mirror. A young woman in the bloom of her youth. One of the lucky ones. A living Methuselah. She placed on her scrambler jewels, set them to forty-three, and hid her shame.
She delivered her address from her presidential office in Bet Eretz. The window showed the ancient temples and walls of Jerusalem. She had invited no journalists. The last thing she needed was Carson Cobb antagonizing her. She spoke directly to the people.
"My fellow humans. Over the past few days, we've seen a new drug ravage communities. There's been a lot of misinformation about the origin of this drug. I'm here to give you the truth.
"We all remember the Starling War. We remember how the aliens we call Scolopendra titania infected some humans, altering their genes. We remember friends and neighbors infected with alien genes, growing claws, going mad, attacking us in our homes. Like many of you, I lost friends to this scourge. The Methuselah serum was created at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem as an experimental cure. The serum is full of nanobots—tiny, biological robots. They're designed to cleanse the human body, cell by cell, of harmful Scolopendra titania genes.
"As a side effect, the serum alters the DNA's telomeres. Telomeres cap DNA strands. You can think of them as caps on pens. They are closely related to aging. When telomeres are long, youth is maintained. When telomeres shorten, the human body ages. When encountering longer telomeres, such as those in young patients, the nanobots tend to lengthen them further and harden them. When encountering shorter telomeres, such as those in the elderly, the nanobots tend to shorten them even more. But often the nanobots are confused. Especially with those of middle age. Thus the drug extends life for some, tragically shortens it for others.
"The Methuselah serum is highly dangerous. It has already claimed too many victims. As of today, I'm signing a decree that will outlaw the Methuselah serum. Furthermore, I'm assembling a task force that will scour the world, finding and destroying the drug wherever it might be found. Anyone caught manufacturing, selling, or simply possessing the drug will face the harshest penalties of the law. Someday, perhaps, we'll develop safe antiaging treatments for those who wish them. But it is not this drug. The fruit of the Tree of Life is rotten. We will rid the world of the Methuselah serum. This is a war. And we will win it."
She ended her broadcast and sat in her office, silent and alone. Outside, the storks and herons cried out, migrating south over the desert. Einav rose to her feet, smoothed her suit, and left the room. She got to work.




CHAPTER TEN 

The Wormhole Road
While the world reeled, the Bee's Knees traveled across the solar system. From here, Earth was but a pale blue dot, a mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam. From here, one could see no strife, no grief, no death. All of Earth—a world full of anger, loss, hope—was but the smallest of jewels in the night.
"Whenever we fly this far, I look back," Marco said softly. "I look back at that pale blue dot. And I think of everything that we are. What we were. I think of the empires we raised and the empires we toppled. I think of the literature we wrote, the paintings we painted across cathedrals, the sculptures we carved into mountains. I think of the mountains we climbed and the ships we sent to the stars. And I realize how insignificant it all is. If we could fly out farther, even this very galaxy would shrink and shrink and become just a speck, then nothing at all, and all the stars we conquered would vanish into the distance. We, the other alien civilizations of the Milky Way, all our struggles, triumphs, dreams, ambitions, all the wars we fought, all the lives we saved and the lives we took—they're nothing but ephemeral motes of luminous dust, floating in the vast emptiness. We're not even germs. We are barely more than atoms. Space is grand, and space uplifts the spirit, but it makes me feel so small."
Sitting beside him, Addy nodded. "It really makes ya think." She flipped a page in her book. "Ooh, look, Poet! The man born with two faces! One on the front of his head, the other on the back."
He frowned. "Addy, were you even listening to me?"
"Mhm. Something about germs. Look, Poet, look! Two faces!"
She shoved the book in his face.
"Get that away from me." He pushed the book back.
"But Poet! It's amazing. His name was Edward Mordake. The face on the front was normal. But the face on the back … it was evil, Poet. Evil! It would whisper threats at night. It drove poor Edward crazy. When Edward was smiling, his evil face sneered. When he was crying, the evil face laughed. Edward begged doctors to remove it. Begged them! But no doctor dared attempt it. When one physician knelt closer to examine the evil face, it bit him! Bit his fingers right off. And every night, that demon face would torment Edward. Until finally it drove him to suicide."
"You're driving me to suicide," Marco said.
"If you had another face that was constantly talking to you, what would you do?"
"Gee, I wonder what that would be like."
"Oh, quiet." Addy mussed his hair. "You love me." She flipped the page, and her eyes widened. "Ooh! Legend of the Mule-Faced Woman!"
"Wow, you made it into the book."
Addy rolled her eyes. "Oh please. If I were a mule, then you just kissed a mule on the lips."
"I didn't just—"
She kissed him on the lips. "Yes you did."
Marco smiled and stroked her hair. Yes, he felt very small out here, very insignificant. But Addy was his anchor. She drove him insane yet oddly kept him from insanity. He was glad she was here. And as he flew the Bee's Knees, he thought of Einav. He wished she could have come with them. He hoped she did not feel alone. He missed his friend.
He checked the starship controls. Unlike the Flying Hot Dog, which could not fly much farther than the moon, the Bee's Knees sported a fancy warp engine. Einav had granted them an azoth crystal (the president indeed owned many), which Addy had successfully installed.
Azoth—the most precious material in the galaxy. It was worth more than gold, more than diamonds. More than lives. Marco knew this fact better than anyone. With Einav and Addy, he had fought to reclaim the mine of Corpus where azoth was dug up. He had lost friends there in the dark. Now a small azoth crystal, no larger than Marco's thumbnail, shone inside his ship's engine. A gift from the president. The crystal warped spacetime around the tugger, propelling the ship faster than light. Marco drove the pedal to the metal, and the ship control clocked them at SOL 23. They were now moving faster than light. The little bee could fly.
Even this speed, though, was slow considering the size of the galaxy. Planet Hypnos, headquarters of the voidgazers, was a hundred thousand light-years away. Even at this impressive speed, it would take them thousands of years to reach Hypnos. Warp speed was amazing, a marvel of engineering, a scientific miracle. But when it came to this distance, it wasn't going to cut it.
They must take the Wormhole Road.
The nearest wormhole was still half a light-year away. You couldn't build wormholes near stars. A star's gravity could bend, even snap them. So the wormhole portals were built outside solar systems. To use them, you had to travel a light-year or two on your own, then hop in and ride the road.
Nobody knew who had built this intergalactic highway system. The aliens who had constructed the Wormhole Road must have been truly magnificent, more powerful than any extant civilization in the Milky Way. Stories from ancient alien scrolls spoke of the Tree of Light spreading its branches across the galaxy a million years ago. This was the relic of a bygone era, still in use today.
It was not unusual for civilizations to go extinct, Marco knew. The galaxy was full of ruins. Humans had only explored a small part of this galaxy, but scientists estimated that billions of alien species had evolved in the Milky Way. Ninety-nine percent of them had gone extinct by now. The thousands of species active today were merely the one percent. Marco supposed that was similar to species on Earth. Ninety-nine percent of life on Earth was now extinct. It was an old galaxy. And species came and went like fireflies, briefly lighting a little corner or darkness, then fading into the eternal shadows.
A sobering thought. Perhaps Marco's fight to save humanity was pointless. Merely postponing the inevitable. Sooner or later, every species vanished. Sooner or later, something would kill off humanity. If it wasn't the hydrians, it would be somebody else. So why fight? Marco contemplated this for a moment. And he knew the answer. It was like fighting for his own life. He wouldn't live forever. Even with the serum, he only gained another couple of centuries. A blip in the time scales of the universe. Yet if an enemy attacked him today, he would not shrug and say, "Well, I'll die someday anyway, so go ahead and shoot me." He'd fight like the devil for another century, another decade, another year. Even for another breath. Every moment of his life seemed precious, and so did every moment of his species.
Addy poked him in the ribs. "Penny for your thoughts."
He took a deep breath. "Oh, I'm just thinking about the universe, life, and everything."
"Does everything include freaks?"
"Certainly not."
Addy waggled her eyebrows. "I've got a real good one to show you on page thirty-two."
"Not interested." He fiddled with the ship controls. "I'll put the Bee on autopilot. The nearest wormhole is a light-year away. It'll take a while to get there."
Addy stretched and yawned. "Good. I have time for a nap." She rose from her seat. "You coming?"
"In a few minutes," he said.
She mussed his hair. "Don't mope when I'm away."
"I never mope."
"No brooding either. Or pondering. And don't even think about ruminating."
"Fine," Marco said. "Can I at least contemplate?"
"You can contemplate for five minutes and not a moment more."
Yawning, Addy stepped into the hold. Alone in the cockpit, Marco gazed out into the emptiness of space. Only it wasn't empty. Every once in a while, lights moved ahead. From a distance, they looked like traveling stars, planets moving along their orbits, perhaps asteroids. But the controls identified them for what they were. Those lights were warships. Warships of the Human Defense Force. Hundreds of them were patrolling the solar system.
Victorious in war, Einav was not resting on her laurels. She was building more warships. Sending out more patrols. Building a wall of defense around the solar system. During the height of the Alien Wars, Earth's defense budget had soared to fifty percent. Half of every tax dollar went to fighting the aliens. Since achieving peace, Einav had lowered that budget to twenty-three percent. It was still a colossal defense budget and one that drew ire. It meant fewer schools, hospitals, roads, and all the other necessities of life. Carson Cobb called her a warmonger. But Marco knew how fragile Earth was, how small out here in the darkness. A wall of defense? These starships barely seemed like flecks.
I don't know if we'll ever be ready for the war that comes, Marco thought.
Maybe at Hypnos he'd find answers. Maybe he'd learn more about the hydrians. It was a long shot. He still wasn't sure the voidgazers were associated with the hydrians. Their tentacle logo might be a mere coincidence. Hell, he wasn't sure the hydrians were real period. The Dreamer might have dreamed them up. Sometimes Marco wondered if years of war had simply left him paranoid. After fighting for so long, maybe he couldn't imagine peace.
Suddenly, more than ever, Marco regretted taking that serum. He could have retired with a nice military pension. Spent the second half of his life writing. Then died peacefully in bed. Now he would live to see tragedy, war, maybe even the collapse of humanity. He would linger on while so many died. How many more scars could he bear? How much could he take before his soul shattered?
He left the ship on autopilot and stepped into the bunk. Addy was lying in bed, already asleep. He lay down beside her, wrapped his arms around her, and closed his eyes. So long as he had her, he would be okay. So long as he had people to love, he could live forever. Perhaps he did not fear his own death or life. He feared the loss of those he loved.
* * * * *
It took a week for the Bee's Knees to reach the wormhole. Marco was practically going insane by then. A week in a little starship with a beautiful blonde who adored him sounded nice. On paper. In reality, Marco was ready to blast Addy out the airlock. All week, she had prattled on about freaks, shot hockey pucks across the starship (smashing a control panel and air vents), and ground his steaks into hot dogs. He had been saving those for Hypnos.
"Those were Japanese wagyu beef!" Marco tugged his hair. "They cost a fortune!"
Addy rolled the ground beef into sausages, boiled them, and—as a final insult—topped them with ketchup. She took a bite and licked her lips. "And they're delicious."
"You need to be in jail. As soon as we're getting back to Earth, I'm calling the cops. Culinary crimes like that must be punished."
Had it really only been a week? It felt more like a year.
But finally the wormhole was ahead. Solgate. The nearest wormhole to Earth.
As a child, Marco remembered reading about wormholes. Back then, nobody had known they existed. They were firmly in the realm of science fiction. He had imagined them like great hoops in space. But in reality, they were spherical. The wormhole ahead looked like a tiny, dim star. Blobs of many colors coiled over its surface like oil on a drop of water. It was a few kilometers wide. About the size of a decent asteroid.
Marco had taken the Wormhole Road several times. But the last time had been several years ago during the alien wars. He was surprised to feel excitement stirring through him. During the Pax Terra, he had perhaps become too comfortable. He had eased into the life of an author, a husband, a dad. None of those were bad things. But looking at Solgate, the old days came roaring back. He was still recovering from the trauma of war, and likely he would forever bear the scars. But damn. He had missed the excitement. Missed the sense of exploration. He had almost forgotten who he was. The things he had done. The hero he had been.
"I wish I had enjoyed those years more," he said softly. "We explored the galaxy. But I was always so afraid."
Addy squeezed his shoulder. "Those were hard years of war. Let's finally enjoy exploring space without evil aliens constantly trying to kill us."
"Now we just have to worry about a murderous cult that's trying to summon an ancient Sumerian god who'll destroy the universe," Marco said.
Addy snorted. "A cakewalk."
The Bee's Knees wasn't the only starship at Solgate. At least a hundred others flew nearby. This was a relatively small, quiet wormhole. At the big ones, thousands or even millions of starships flitted around. But even a small crowd was a welcome sight. After a week alone in deep space, Marco peered at the other ships with interest.
Most were human ships. After all, they were close to Earth. Some were here to take the trip to Haven, a big human colony at Alpha Centauri. That was only four light-years away. Quite doable for a good azoth drive. But some ships were slower than others, and the Wormhole Road was a welcome shortcut. Other ships were traders, heading across the galaxy to trade with alien civilizations. Earth had a thriving black market for alien tech, artwork, and artifacts. Others were explorers. Humans had been spacefaring for two centuries now, but most of that time had been localized inside the solar system. The Wormhole Road had only been discovered recently. This opened the door for adventurers. Humans were wanderers by nature. They had been since the very beginning. Many were drawn into space for the thrill. Marco had to admit it. As much as he loved his cozy home, the wanderlust tickled.
But not every starship here was human. Some were alien. Marco found those the most interesting.
Three ships looked like huge nautilus shells, their hulls iridescent. They were so large the Bee's Knees could have docked inside. The alien vessels were full of water instead of air, and the octopus-like Menorians flew inside them. The Menorians were Earth's closest allies. They visited often to trade both goods and information. Some visited Earth as tourists. Other ships were built of crystal. They had irregular shapes, thrusting out glittering shards. Marco recognized those too. They were the ships of the Silvans—furry, arboreal critters. More allies. One ship looked like a huge fungal growth. It was round, lumpy, and gray, and a red vent thrust out from one side. An Esporian ship. The Esporians were a surly race of intelligent mushrooms. They weren't the friendliest lot. The mushrooms were smugglers, gangsters, and mercenaries, and their ships could spew toxic spores. Still, Earth had an uneasy alliance with them, and Einav begrudgingly tolerated their fungal ships this close.
Those were just the ships Marco recognized. There were others whose origin he could not guess. Several ships looked like plankton the size of whales. They were translucent, glowing, and cast out delicate rods and tendrils. Orbs glowed inside them, moving through their hull, and inside the orbs scuttled little tubular creatures. Another ship was shaped like a giant turtle with a town growing on its shell. How creative! Marco stared at the ship in awe, then realized it was a turtle, an actual living turtle the size of an aircraft carrier, and passengers lived on its back. As Marco watched, a ship emerged from the wormhole, shaped like a double helix formed from glass tubes. Moss filled the transparent ship, crawling to and fro. Apparently those were the aliens—motile moss. Another ship approached the wormhole. It was formed from three magnetic spheres that orbited one another, casting electricity back and forth. Marco remembered hearing about aliens made from living, intelligent electromagnetism. Could this be them? The three spheres entered the wormhole and vanished before he could take a closer look.
A messy queue was forming outside the wormhole. Marco moved the yoke, positioning the Bee's Knees in line. They flew behind a heavy Nigerian freighter and before a glassy alien ship full of swirling liquid.
"You just had to get behind the truck," Addy said.
"Stop backseat flying," Marco replied.
The heavy freighter blasted exhaust from its dorsal ports, covering the Bee's windshield.
"Let me fly." Addy reached for the yoke. "I'm passing around it."
He pushed her hands aside. "We need to wait our turn."
"We need to stop flying like grandparents!"
Addy managed to grip the yoke and fly the Bee around the heavy freighter. The big ship flashed its lights and broadcast a threatening signal. The space trucker appeared on the Bee's viewport, flipping them off before vanishing in a cloud of pixels.
"Great work, Ads," he said. "Now he'll probably ram into us in revenge."
She mussed his hair. "We're flying a tugger, darling. I'd like to see him try. He'd crack open like an egg."
"Perfect!" Marco said. "And spill harsh chemicals all over us. Why don't we just— Addy? Addy, stop!"
She was zipping around the next ship ahead, a pontoon full of college kids on vacation. She nearly knocked the pontoon aside as she roared by.
"Where'd you learn how to fly!" Addy shouted at the kids, shaking her fist.
"Just please don't cut off any alien ships," Marco said. "The last thing we need is to start a galactic war."
"No worries." She leaned back in her seat and smiled. "The line is moving now. It's almost our turn."
A cubical alien ship entered the wormhole before them, barely fitting. It stretched out into a rectangle, then streaked forth and vanished. The Bee's Knees flew closer. From a distance, the wormhole had seemed like a glowing Christmas ornament. Now it loomed before them. They were like a real bee approaching a glowing watermelon. Streaks of light swirled inside the sphere of warped spacetime.
You could enter the wormhole from different directions. Each angle would take you on another path. They were like different platforms leading to different train tracks. Marco checked his manual, then approached at an angle that would take him to Delta Pavonis, twenty light-years away. There he would have to exit, then reenter at a different angle, hopping onto a different lane.
Marco increased the thrust, flying toward the luminous sphere.
"Hold on to something— Ow, Addy, not my neck!"
The prow touched the sphere. The Bee's Knees entered the wormhole.
* * * * *
He was eighteen and sat aboard the HDFS Miyari, crammed inside the starship with fifty other soldiers. He could not stop trembling. Lailani sat at his left side, the smallest soldier in the platoon, her little hands wrapped around her big gun, her delicate face hard and determined. Benny "Elvis" Ray sat to Marco's right, laughing in the face of fear. He laughed because he was afraid. They were all afraid.
Marco walked in the mines of Corpus, delving deep underground, and the centipedes scuttled across the walls and dropped from above. His fellow soldiers fell all around. Marco approached the body of a friend, and the corpse had the face of his mother. Her blood stained the snow. Little Addy approached him, grabbed his wrist.
"Our parents are dead," she said. "They're fucking dead. Run!"
They ran, all of eleven years old, as the fire rained from the sky, but he could not run far. He was old. Old and bent and gray. Not because of the serum but because a century had passed. Tentacles filled the gray sky, and he flew on a rickety old starship, fleeing a fallen Earth.
"Poet!" A voice from the haze. "Poet, you okay?"
Little Addy shook him in the snow. He took a deep breath, coughed, and the haze lifted. Addy grew from a little girl to a woman. His wife. He blinked, back in the Bee's Knees. Colors streaked outside the portholes. A shudder ran through him.
"Damn," he said. "It's been a while. I'm not used to the spacetime distortion. My life just flashed before my eyes."
It had been like that during his first flights through wormholes. Spacetime curved, and with it the fourth dimension. Time itself. Sometimes it showed Marco memories. Sometimes it showed him visions of the future. Spacetime sickness was common, especially for new travelers. Some claimed the future visions were a form of prophecy, accurate predictions of things to come. Noah had once explained it to Marco. Spacetime distortion only showed one possible future among many.
That wasn't comforting. Marco had seen Earth in ruin, a nightmarish scene. He didn't like that being an actual, possible future. He remembered those tentacles in the gray sky and shivered again.
"I had a terrible vision of the future," Addy said.
"Did you see the hydrians too?"
"Huh?" She tilted her head. "No. It was the Stanley Cup. I went there to watch the Maple Leafs finally win. But they lost in the last minute, and the arena was out of hot dogs." She shuddered. "It was horrible!"
"Yes, nightmarish," Marco said. He watched the colors streak alongside the wormhole walls. Those were the lights of stars and nebulae, past and present, stretching along the tunnel of warped spacetime. A few other starships traveled the Wormhole Road with them. The Nigerian freighter was right behind them. The helmsman was still flipping them off. A spinning alien ship was careening ahead, flashing with many lights. It looked like a deranged top.
"We're almost at our exit," Marco said. "Hold on— Addy, no, not my hair!"
They tumbled out the wormhole. Spacetime flattened around them. Marco screwed his eyes shut, trying to ignore the sickening visions. But they filled his mind even with his eyes closed. Briefly he was a baby in the cradle, reaching for a mobile. Then he was a boy in the library, running with Addy among the books, playing hide-and-seek. Thankfully no future vision this time.
When his stomach settled, he looked around. A bright yellow star shone ahead. A few hundred other starships were flying nearby. It took the dashboard a moment to adjust. Then it displayed their location. They were at Delta Pavonis, twenty light-years from Earth. The journey would normally have taken the Bee's Knees months, even with the ship's azoth drive. The Wormhole Road had brought them here within moments.
But they were still far, far from Hypnos. That planet lay across the galaxy. A hundred thousand light-years away.
"All right, Ads, we're gonna adjust our angle, then hop into the Wormhole Road again," Marco said. "Next tunnel should take us farther. About five hundred light-years."
"Wait, wait!" She pointed. "Look at that ship! It's a cruise ship!" Her eyes widened. "They'll have a casino. And a magic show. And most importantly of all—a buffet! Can we go? Can we go please?"
"Addy, we're on an important mission for the president of Earth. We're not on holiday."
"Come on! The president isn't here. One magic show and we can leave."
Marco had seen videos of cruise ships before. They were crammed full of thousands of rowdy, drunken tourists. And often swarming with disease, or so Marco imagined. In any case—hell for an introvert like Marco.
"I'd rather fly into an Esporian podship," he said.
Addy gasped. "Can we really? Can we fly into a podship? Free mushrooms!"
Marco groaned, swiveled his ship around, and faced the wormhole he had just exited. A single wormhole connected several tunnels through space. Which lane you took depended on your angle of entry. To hop onto the proper lane, Marco must fly under the wormhole, then rise into it from below. Of course, there was no such thing as up or down in space. It was simply how his control panel displayed it. Humans still struggled intuitively with the dimensions of space.
He positioned the Bee at the proper angle, then waited in line behind several other ships.
Marco took a deep breath when it was their turn. "All right. Hold on to something that's not me! Addy, wait, no, don't grab the yoke while I'm—"
They shot into the wormhole.
The Bee streamed down another tunnel of light.
"Whee!" Addy said, clutching the yoke and nearly yanking them into a wormhole wall.
Moments later, still in one piece (no thanks to Addy), they burst out the wormhole into an abstract painting. A nebula rose in the distance, covering half the sky. Golden pillars of luminous dust soared, and purple blobs floated between them, twinkling with forming stars. The nebula was many light-years away, but it seemed so close Marco could blow it away like dandelion seeds. From here, they could not see Sol, Earth's humble little star. These were strange skies.
Two other wormholes floated nearby, orbiting one another. This was a busy hub. Multiple lanes of the Wormhole Road connected here. Thousands of starships glided through space, forming slender queues of light. While Solgate was located within Earth's sphere of influence, this place was far beyond human control. Some humans ventured this far, but not many. Marco spotted two Earthling cargo freighters and what might be a private human ship, perhaps belonging to a smuggler, explorer, or a hopelessly lost tourist. The rest were alien.
Marco had never seen such strange vessels. A huge transparent orb floated by. It was the size of a sports arena, and blobby organs pulsed inside. One organ looked like a heart the size of a house. Fleshy tubes coiled around quivering blue sacs. Veins pulsed and branched off, forming fractals. What looked like amoebas the size of dogs traveled inside the ship. Was this one living being, a giant with skin of glass? Or was this some biological machine, and the aliens were like small parasites that infected it?
The alien ships only got weirder. They came in all shapes. Some starships were huge metallic saucers. They were the size of towns, and millions of lights flashed across their hulls. Another starship looked like a harp with beads of light that pulsed up and down its strings. An asteroid rolled around, perforated with portholes, revealing innards of fire and aliens coated in red-hot scales. Another ship looked like a lumpy box covered with cables and transistors. It seemed to be a sort of flying computer the size of a house.
Some ships were tiny. A swarm of yellow rockets, each one no larger than a seagull, flew in double helix formations. Were there ant-sized aliens inside, or were these merely drones? Other ships were gargantuan. A huge blob lumbered forth, as big as a mountain and full of squirming serpents. The blob had to morph and flatten itself to enter the wormhole. Some ships had even less solid form than the blob. What looked like a miniature nebula floated by, casting so much radiation the tugger's viewports automatically dimmed.
Marco waited in line to enter the next wormhole. He flew behind a round ship with large portholes. Inside moved green aliens with long bodies, six chubby limbs, and big, blinking red eyes on stalks. They reminded Marco of tardigrades, but instead of being microscopic, these aliens were the size of cows. The pudgy astronauts crawled across silky strands, tugging at levers and adjusting dials. One of them waved at Marco. He waved back.
Finally it was the Bee's turn at the wormhole.
"Addy, do not hold on to anything," Marco said.
He flew into the wormhole. The ship jolted. Addy flew from her seat and slammed into him.
"Ad-dy!" He shoved her back as lights streaked all around.
"You told me not to hold on to anything!" She clung to him. "Now I'm never letting go."
The journey continued.
* * * * *
They traveled like this for hours. Then for days. Riding the Wormhole Road, seeing the wonders of the galaxy. They emerged from wormholes by nebulae, pulsars, and neutron stars. They saw triple star systems with hundreds of planets. They passed by a great Dyson swarm—billions of solar panels that orbited around a star like bees around a hive, powering a great civilization. Some wormholes opened by busy star systems where thousands of space stations floated in deep orbit, stretching out slender sky scrapers like the spikes of sea urchins, and millions of starships flew among them. Several wormholes opened by the ruins of ancient civilizations. Dead planets orbited in silence, their surfaces encrusted with the scabs of fallen cities. Space stations floated among these darkened worlds, brimming with brigands and scavengers like beetles scuttling inside skulls. Once, when emerging from a wormhole, Marco and Addy beheld a pod of starwhales. The huge animals floated around the wormhole, come to feed on the energy debris of passing starships. The starwhales were larger than the Bee's Knees, and their curious cubs flew toward the tugger. Their mothers reached out glowing barbels and pulled them back.
The wormholes lengthened. Closer to the galactic center, the tunnels were shorter, sometimes hopping several hundred light-years, sometimes only a dozen. Those were the dense, inner-city neighborhoods of the Milky Way. But as they moved farther toward the galaxy's edge, the wormholes began teleporting them thousands of light-years per jump. Space here was emptier, and the stars spread out sparsely. Here were the suburbs. With each jump, they saw fewer stars. From out here, Marco could see Andromeda galaxy more clearly. As vast as the Milky Way was, it was only one galaxy among billions. Maybe among an infinite number of galaxies. In the grand scheme of the universe, not only himself, and not only Earth were tiny—but the entire galaxy. And what if the universe itself were minute, just one among trillions of universes?
"Addy, do you remember that time at school when Mr. Dugal had us put a drop of water into a microscope?"
"Dude, I wasn't there," Addy said. "They stuck me in the damn remedial class. You remember."
"You were there. It was in middle school. You were in the same class as me. You don't remember Mr. Dugal? Anyway, we looked into a microscope at a single drop of water. And we beheld a universe."
"Beheld?" Addy snorted. "I've never beheld a thing in my life. I'm not a nerd like you. I see things, stare at things, sometimes even give something a good look or two, but I sure as hell don't behold."
Marco ignored her. "The drop was full of creatures. Tiny little tubes with fuzzy heads, tubby little rascals with plump legs, swirling creatures, feathery creatures … and if you zoomed in on any one of those creatures, their bodies contained universes of cells. And if you looked into those cells, you discovered a hidden world of molecules. And with the right tech, you could dive deeper still, could see the inner quantum structures inside the atoms."
Addy gave him the thumbs-up. "Cool story, bro. Hey, did we bring any chips?" She opened her snack pack and began rummaging.
Marco looked out the viewport. "I look around me now at the galaxy, and I wonder if we're inside a drop of water. If the entire universe is just some giant alien's lab experiment. Maybe all this—this grand cosmos—is very small. And we'll never see the worlds beyond."
Addy looked up from the snacks and raised an eyebrow. "Have you been eating your special gummies again?"
He cleared his throat. "That's beside the point. They're medicinal."
She nodded. "Mhm. One moment you're taking 'medicine,' next moment we're inside a drop of water on an alien's petri dish." She yawned. "How many wormholes left?"
"Fourteen more and we're there. Probably another two days of flying."
"Want me to take a shift at the wheel?"
Marco shook his head. "Nah, it's all right. You can sleep. I'll fly for a bit."
Addy mussed his hair. "Someday, Poet, when things settle down, let's come back here. With the kiddos. We'll explore all these planets properly. Visit the space stations. Travel down to the surfaces. Become explorers."
"When things settle down?" Marco raised an eyebrow. "When does that ever happen?"
"It will when Einav stops sending us on missions." Addy thought for a moment. "So never."
"At least we got to stop at that space station to refuel," Marco said. "That was exciting, wasn't it?"
"You could have let me go into the space station, Poet. They had some kind of alien fighting pit! And something that looked like a casino through the windows."
"We're making good time," Marco said. "I didn't want distractions."
She snorted. "You just don't like having any fun. That's your problem."
"Hey, I have fun!"
"Reading doesn't count."
"I do more than read!" Marco said. "I um … I like writing too."
"Marco, when we come back next time, I'm taking you to every single seedy pub between here and Andromeda station, and you will have fun."
"I'll bring a book."
Addy sighed, and her sigh turned into a yawn. "I'm too tired to even go to bed. I'm sleeping right here in the cockpit." She tilted her head back and closed her eyes.
Marco flew toward the next wormhole, steeling himself. Every time he flew through one, he saw the visions. The past of loss and pain. The future of war and fire. Would his kids, should he bring them here, see such nightmares too, or would their past be warm and comforting, their future bright?
He flew into the next wormhole, and the tunnel seemed to vanish around him. Planet Earth shone ahead, blue and bright, as large as a basketball held at arm's length. A great alien octopus loomed above the planet, gripping Earth with his tentacles, and his eyes were like two flaming red stars, peering into the soul. X-ray eyes. Lie detector eyes. Merciless eyes. A voice whispered in Marco's mind.
"Ninazu has come …"
Then the vision vanished, and Marco saw the streaking lights of the wormhole racing at his sides, carrying away that possible future. Just a possibility, as the professor had explained. But every time, whenever the future revealed itself, it showed them. The aliens and their tentacles. The hydrians. All paths led to them. Somewhere in this branching tree of possibilities, there must be a path that led to peace. Or at least to victory. Yet Marco could not find such a path. He kept flying down the Wormhole Road, heading to Hypnos, but he felt like he was flying through different futures, and in each one, Ninazu awaited, his eyes like two flaming stars.




CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Float Like a Butterfly
After long days of travel, they reached the last wormhole. Terminus. The end of the line. They flew out the luminous tunnel into cold empty space. For days, they had ridden the Wormhole Road, crossing the galaxy. And now—here they were. Here at the final station, a lonely leaf on a forgotten branch of the Tree of Light.
They had reached the galaxy's edge.
Marco and Addy sat for a moment in silence, staring in awe. They had never flown this far. Not in twenty years of fighting across the galaxy. When Marco yawed the Bee's Knees around, facing the galactic center, he saw a great mass of stars. Sol was invisible within the glow like a single spark in a forest fire. Strange constellations twinkled in the distance, and the galactic arms were a swirling haze like some great astral squid. When he yawed in the other direction, they faced the void. There it was. The great emptiness between the galaxies. Only a single star shone ahead. Nemesis. A last vestige of the Milky Way, an outlier hovering in the shadows like a loner at a party. Beyond that one star—the emptiness. The vast nothing.
"Most of the universe is like this," Marco said. "Just empty space. There are billions of galaxies. Maybe an infinite number of galaxies. But considering the size of the universe, galaxies are rare. 99.99 percent of the universe is just … empty."
"Like your brain," Addy said.
"Actually, you're right. Atoms are 99.99 percent empty too, so technically, so is my brain. Yours too for that matter."
"Rubbish. My brain is full of freaks."
"Can't argue with that." Marco pointed ahead. "See that star? That's Nemesis. A small but bright star. That's where we're going. Planet Hypnos is there. We've crossed a hundred thousand light-years, but most of the journey is still ahead of us. The Wormhole Road doesn't lead to Nemesis. We fly the rest of the way on our own. It'll take two weeks."
"Ah, Hypnos!" Addy said. "A colony for the ultimate introvert. When you've absolutely, positively had enough of the galaxy—Hypnos is the home for you!"
Marco shuddered. "It's a bit creepy, isn't it? Being so isolated. The next two weeks will feel weird. Just being so far from any star, wormhole, or other ships. Completely alone in the dark. If the Bee breaks down, we're stranded."
"Don't worry," Addy said. "I can fix any ship."
Marco patted the dashboard. "Well, she's brought us this far. Let's keep going. Ready for a long journey in the dark?"
Addy gave two thumbs-up. "We got pork rinds, hot dogs, and a full tank of fuel." She put on a pair of sunglasses. "Hit it."
"Actually, our tank is half-empty, and you already ate all the pork rinds."
"Dammit!"
Marco shoved down a throttle. Deep inside the Bee's engine, the little azoth crystal lit up. Coils sucked in spacetime, shoved it through the crystal, and refracted it. The fabric of the universe warped around them. They blasted forward, traveling at relativistic speeds. Were someone behind them, they would see the Bee streak forward in a line of blinding light. But inside the ship, they didn't even feel the movement. The dashboard showed them increasing speed. Reaching the speed of light. Then twice the speed of light. Then moving faster still. But aside from numbers on a screen, they felt nothing. Nemesis was still a distant star ahead. Everything else was simply black and empty. All speed was relative. Without anything nearby for comparison, it felt like being still.
Marco set the ship on autopilot. For a long time, they flew through the blackness. They napped. They ate. They watched some holofeed and napped again. A day went by and another and another. And the distant star ahead barely seemed any larger or brighter. Marco began to feel restless. The Bee's Knees was a small, cramped ship. The cockpit had two seats crammed in among control panels. The hold had room for one folding bed (which he shared with Addy), a kitchenette (barely big enough for Addy's appetite), and a love seat (which Addy had filled with swords like the world's largest pin cushion). A crawlspace below the deck offered some storage space (mostly taken up by snacks) and an access tunnel to the engine. That was about it. At least there was artificial gravity, but that came at a cost. The graviton generator took up a big chunk of the ship. On the outside, with her heavy armor, powerful engine, and tractor beam, The Bee's Knees looked large enough. But on the inside, she was barely the size of an RV.
Marco paced the cramped hold. He tried to read novels, but Addy kept making too much noise. By his nature, Marco found escape in quiet introspection, but Addy was a ball of energy, bouncing off the bulkheads, shooting hockey pucks, singing, punching.
Finally, on their fiftieth day in space, something snapped.
Marco was trying to read the last chapter in his novel. He realized that he had read the same page three times, and it still wasn't sinking in. He tried again, only for Addy to come clunking by, waving a hockey stick.
"She shoots, she scores!"
Her puck flew over Marco's head, hit the bulkhead, and dented it.
"Ad-dy!" he said, putting his book down. "You nearly took my head off."
She shrugged. "Well, you didn't block."
"I'm not playing hockey with you."
"Clearly."
Marco took a deep breath, pursed his lips, and bit down on his words. He pointedly grabbed his book and opened it again.
"What?" Addy said.
"I didn't say anything."
She placed a hand on her hip and glared. "You were going to say something."
Marco looked up at her. Addy was not one to trifle with at the best of times. And this was far from the best of times. She was tall, strong, covered in tattoos, wearing hockey armor, and holding a very hard stick. He knew her strength and her temper, but after a fortnight in this gauntlet, the words just slipped out.
"I was going to say you're destroying this ship! Look around you. Smashed plates. Dents all over the hull. A shattered viewport and a cracked porthole." His words came faster now. "Not to mention your dirty laundry everywhere, food wrappers all over the place, and you never clean after yourself, and—"
He bit down on his words. He had gone too far. He knew it.
I just signed my death warrant, he thought, seeing the fire in her eyes.
Addy took a step closer. "Well, you listen to me, Marco Emery. If you wanted some demure little housewife to clean and bake cupcakes, well, that's not me. And you knew that when you married me. You are a stick-in-the-mud!" She jabbed a finger in his chest. "All you do is sit and read and write! Why don't you just … Ugh! I don't know. Live a little? Play games, dance around, punch things, have fun? Why can't you just be normal?"
He stood up and glared right back at her. "Now you listen to me, Addison Linden. If you wanted to marry a meathead, you could have chosen a million of them. You knew who I was when you married me."
She shoved her face closer, snarling at him. "And you're short."
He blinked. "What? What does that have to do with anything? Besides, I'm five-foot-eight, I'm not short."
Addy rolled her eyes. "Mhm."
"We're the same height!" Marco said.
"And you're annoying!" she said. "And you're full of yourself! And you think you're smarter than me and better than me. And you grind your teeth at night. And you're stuck-up! And you're an insufferable clean freak!" She grabbed a bowl of popcorn from the table and hurled it against the bulkhead. Popcorn flew everywhere. "There! Go clean it up!"
Her face was flushed red. Her eyes burned with blue fire.
"Addy," he said carefully, "I'm not cleaning that up."
"Good! Don't! Live with it then! Be messy for once."
He stared at her silently, fuming. Then he knelt and began picking up the popcorn.
"See?" Addy laughed. "You can't take it."
"I can't take you."
"Then get out of the Bee!" she shouted. "This is my ship. Get out and walk for all I care! You think it's easy living with you?"
"No!" Marco said. "No, I don't! I … I don't."
She glared at him, but now tears doused the fire in her eyes. "I'm sorry." She looked away and crossed her arms. "For calling you short. The rest is true. Actually the being short part is also true. But I'm sorry."
Marco shook his head. "I'm the one who should be sorry. I was acting like a cranky old ogre."
She nodded. "You were."
"I love you."
She wiped tears from her eyes. "Stop. I'm still angry at you."
"We've been trapped in this ship for too long," Marco said. "It's cabin fever. We're—"
An alarm beeped in the cockpit. Marco and Addy froze, their fight forgotten.
"That's the radar," Addy said. "It's detecting something close."
She raced into the cockpit.
* * * * *
The radar kept beeping. Marco ran after Addy into the cockpit.
"Impossible!" he said. "There's nothing out here for a light-year around."
"Yeah, well, that nothing is lighting up the radar."
Addy hopped into the gunnery seat. Marco sat at the helm. The viewport showed two UFOs flying in fast. Asteroids? Ships? Whatever they were, they were too far to see with the naked eye. Even the ship's sensors struggled. The viewport displayed them as mere pixels. At these distances, moving at these speeds, it was tough to see anything clearly. Light took a while to travel across open space, and the Bee's warp bubble skewed the calculations. If the incoming pixels were moving at relativistic speeds too, that further complicated the math. The computer could only estimate where and how fast those objects were.
Addy tapped some buttons, chewing her lips.
"Their signature isn't showing up in our database," she said. "Whatever they are, Earth computers can't recognize them."
Marco flipped a switch, taking the Bee's Knees out of autopilot. He felt more comfortable with the yoke in his hands. "Asteroids?"
Addy shook her head. "Nah. Look at their speed. And I can see a trail of light. Those are starships."
Marco frowned at the dashboard. "Why aren't we getting any radar readings on their mass and dimension?"
"Because the radar dish is a piece of crap!" Addy kicked the dashboard. "Come on, give me some data." She pounded the viewport. "Work, dammit!"
"Try lobbing a hockey puck at it," Marco suggested.
"I'll lob one at your— Oh wait." She blushed. "The radar dish lock is on." She flipped a switch. A hull camera showed the radar dish swivel atop the Bee, aiming forward. Finally more data came streaming in.
They had no visual yet, but the computer displayed rough dimensions. One of the incoming bogeys was slightly smaller than the Bee's Knees. The other was about twice the size. Indeed, both were moving at relativistic speeds.
"Those things have azoth drives," Addy said.
"Must be some ships from Hypnos."
"Or space pirates." Addy licked her lips and smiled wickedly. "I hope it's pirates. I could use a good old fight."
That was all they knew--rough size and estimated speed. In the vastness of space, with relativistic math skewing everything, it was just too darn hard to see anything unless you were right up close. Were the ships human or alien? Civilian or warships? So far all they saw were pixels. The bogeys were still too far to see with the naked eye, and even their telescopes couldn't see more than glints.
"Wait. Look. They're not heading our way." Marco frowned, following the pixels on the screen. "It looks like … like the little one is fleeing. It's zigzagging. Slewing. It might be damaged. The other one is chasing it."
Addy's eyes widened. "You're right. That does look like a chase."
"I don't think they've seen us yet," Marco said. "Maybe we should give them a wide berth. Let them fly onward. Whatever drama is going on there, it's none of our b—"
Addy hit a button, firing a flare from the Bee. The rocket streaked a kilometer upward and exploded, lighting space.
"Bet they saw that." She grinned.
"Addy! Why?"
"Because one of those ships is chasing the other," she said. "That means one of two things. The little one is the good guy, fleeing pirates or aliens. Or the little one is the bad guy, fleeing the law. In either case, we can help."
Damn it. Addy was right. It was the code of space. Their duty. They must assist a ship in distress. But Marco had a bad feeling about this.
The little ship saw them. It changed course, wobbling and skittering their way. The larger ship followed. It was gaining on its prey.
Marco flexed his hands around the yoke. Cold sweat trickled down his back. The old instincts of the soldier kicked in. At his side, Addy gripped the cannon controls. Two joysticks controlled the machine guns on the prow. A heavier mechanism could aim and fire the stinger on the stern. Marco hoped it didn't come to that.
The viewport lit up. A signal was washing over the Bee. Letters flashed across the screen, temporarily overlaying their view of space.
Mayday
"It's coming from the little ship," Addy said.
"At least we know it's human," Marco said.
"The little one, yes," Addy muttered. "The big one? Who knows? We're getting a video call. It's distorted because of the warp bubble around us."
A holographic screen materialized over the dashboard, staticky and wobbly. Addy fiddled with some controls, adjusting the frequency to compensate for the bubble of warped spacetime around them. The hologram came into focus.
They saw a girl. She looked about fifteen or sixteen. Bruises darkened her face, and dry blood crusted on her lip. She wore a tattered red dress and, in stark contrast, a treasure trove of jewels. Rubies hung around her neck. Sapphires gleamed around her wrists. Emeralds glinted on her fingers. She was unimaginably wealthy but terrified and hurt, huddling in a one-seat cockpit. And the cockpit was weird—a shadowy, candlelit place like the bowels of a monastery.
"Whoever you are, help!" she said. "My name is Sana. By the voidminds, I hope you can understand me. There's a hyd after me. It's just a juvenile, but … Oh, by the void. It's going to bring me back to him. Please. Please help! I beg you—please!"
A hyd? Marco frowned. What the hell was that?
He switched on the microphone. "Sana, this is the HSS Bee's Knees. My name is—" He hesitated a moment, remembering he was undercover. "My name is Mark. I'm here to assist. Who did you say is following you?"
Addy looked at him, eyebrow raised.
"Mark?" she mouthed.
"He's gaining on me!" Sana said. "Oh void. He'll take me back. I saw him. I saw him!" Her face was pale, her eyes wide. Her voice dropped to a thin whisper. "I saw the lost girls. They were inside him. They were inside his arms. They—"
The hologram died.
Sana disappeared.
* * * * *
Addy kicked the dashboard again and again, but Sana didn't reappear.
"Damn thing!" Addy said. "The radar's on the fritz."
On the viewport, the two ships now appeared much closer. They were still pixelated. But Marco could see them clearly enough.
The smaller ship, the one Sana was flying, was black and gleaming like obsidian. Runes adorned the hull like gorges carved into stone, trapping rivulets of fire. The ship featured a saucer-shaped core encircled by jagged blades. It reminded Marco of a circular saw. The propulsion system hummed, leaving a trail of ethereal mist like a demonic censer. Marco couldn't help but shudder. It seemed less like a starship, more like some floating, malevolent temple. It was hard to imagine Sana—a young girl—flying something that seemed so ancient and evil.
The ship following Sana was just as bizarre. Clearly it was alien. No human would be mad enough to design such a ship. At a glance, the alien vessel looked like a squid. A huge black squid made of metal. Its bulbous hull resembled a squid's mantle, complete with two glowing red sensors like eyes. Metallic, tentacle-like appendages extended from the hull, tipped with what looked like the bores of cannons. Suckers lined the tentacles, perhaps used for mundane tasks like docking at space stations, perhaps for grabbing enemy ships. As the ship flew, the tentacles undulated and moved as if underwater. When the squid-like vessel dipped, Marco glimpsed a roiling system of fans at the stern, trapping a sphere of burning red fuel. He wasn't sure how the propulsion system worked, but it was bright, hot, and fast.
"What is that thing?" Marco said. "Is that actually a ship? A machine? It looks oddly organic. Almost alive."
Addy tapped some button. "Bee! Give us info. What is this?"
Normally, the Bee's dashboard could display stats on starships they encountered. But now the screen came up blank.
"Nothing to tell you!" chirped the Bee's pleasant, computerized voice.
Addy slapped the dashboard. "Stupid piece of crap. JEX ripped us off. I told you he would, Marco. Why did you force me to shop at that shipyard?"
Marco began tapping buttons. "Look, Ads. We can connect to Sana's ship and access her database. We can download her public records. Maybe we'll find something. Aha, there we go!"
The Bee's screen lit up with new information. Now the computer was able to recognize both ships.
The database identified Sana's bizarre vessel as a shadowcrown, a type of Hypnosian ship. The name was apt. The ship indeed seemed like some deadly black crown lined with blades. The Light in the Void (which the computer, perhaps too generously, identified as a faith rather than a cult) built the shadowcrowns themselves. Sana was flying the Shadowcrown IV, suggesting there were (or had been) at least three others. The database also pulled up some info on the pilot. Full name: Hirai Sana. Age: Fifteen. Homeworld: Hypnos.
Bee's computer identified the larger, squid-shaped ship as a galactopod. Whatever the hell that meant. That ship (apparently a galactopod was a ship of sorts) was named the Embrace of Many Arms. Planet of origin? Missing data. Pilot? Missing data. But whoever was flying that ship was not human. Marco would bet his life on it. That was an alien ship if Marco had ever seen one.
As Marco was reading this info, the Embrace of Many Arms raised one of her, well, many arms. The mechanical tentacle pointed at the Shadowcrown IV. Marco inhaled sharply as the tentacle belched out a dark blob.
Marco squinted. What was that? It looked like a tumbling blob of ink. Whatever it was, the blob was approaching the Shadowcrown IV. Some kind of weapon?
"Addy, shoot it down!" Marco cried.
"I can't, we're too far." Addy shook her head sadly. "That blob will hit the girl before our bullets could reach it."
Marco lifted his mic. "Sana! There's a … projectile of some sort on your tail."
Addy managed to get the transmission working again. Sana reappeared in hologram. The inky blob was seconds away from her now.
"Sana, take evasive maneuvers!" Marco said.
The teenager nodded and yanked her joystick. Her eerie ship zigzagged and bobbed and rolled, but amazingly, the blob followed her trajectory. That weapon wasn't a mere globule of ink. It was some kind of heat-seeking missile. The dark glob streaked closer, closer, leaving a trail of inky droplets through space.
Sana looked into the camera. "You have to stop them," she whispered. "There are billions of them. There are—"
The blob hit the shadowcrown.
The ink splattered the cryptic starship. The sticky black material devoured the shadowcrown's hull, melting the ring of blades, effacing the glowing red runes. The tar drove into the engine like hungry worms … and the dark starship exploded.
A blinding flash of light flared across space. Marco and Addy squinted. When the light faded, the Shadowcrown IV was gone.
A shock wave rippled out in a ring, scattering debris. Chunks of metal tumbled through space. A few shards still displayed Sumerian runes, but most were little more than molten metal. Of Sana herself nothing remained. The blast must have pulverized her.
Marco stared in silence, grief clutching his chest. Even after all this time, it never got easier to see death.
* * * * *
The galactopod paused in space, admiring the destruction she had wrought. Slowly, the squid-shaped ship turned toward the Bee's Knees. The red portholes gleamed. Maybe Marco was imagining it. But the alien vessel almost seemed to be gloating.
"We're getting outta here," Marco said, beginning to turn the yoke.
Addy placed a hand on his, halting him. "No. We fight."
"This is not our mission. Our days of war are over."
"Not for me." Addy's face hardened, and her hand tightened over his. "I'm still a soldier. And I'm not going to run from a fight."
The Embrace of Many Arms began flying toward them. The galactopod was still a good distance away, but she was coming in fast.
"This is not our fight," Marco said softly.
"Einav sent us here to learn about the voidgazers," Addy said. "Because she thinks they know something about the hydrians. You heard what Sana called the alien pursuing her. A hyd."
"A hyd, not a hydrian," Marco said. "It could be a coincidence. Similar names."
A strange light filled Addy's eyes. She stared at the incoming ship. "Maybe, Marco. Maybe. Or maybe we're facing the enemy for the first time. I won't run. I will destroy that ship and salvage whatever remains. A new war is beginning. This is the first battle."
"Or we can back away from this battle," Marco said. "Sometimes the greatest act of courage is knowing how to avoid a fight." The galactopod was coming in closer. Closer. The chance to flee would not last much longer. "Maybe we can avoid this entire war."
"No, Marco. The war has already begun. It began when they attacked Einav. When they invaded our home. When they killed that girl on that ship. Marco, we are soldiers. We've always been soldiers. Let's go do our duty."
Marco took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
So it begins. Maybe it never ended.
He nodded.
Together, they pushed down the throttle. The Bee raced to meet the enemy ship.
* * * * *

The two ships raced toward each other, rippling spacetime. They were like jousting knights of old, charging in a duel to the death.
At one side, stars at her back, flew the Bee's Knees. She was stubby, thick, heavily armored. Indeed she looked like a bumblebee, complete with black-and-yellow stripes across her bulbous hull. From her prow thrust out machine guns like antennae, and from her stern emerged her stinger. She was a tugger by trade, equipped with a powerful tractor beam to haul ships many times her size. But today the Bee was a warship.
Before her, coming from the starless void, flew the Embrace of Many Arms. An alien and deadly galactopod. She was larger than the Bee's Knees. Her tentacles thrust out, as long as city blocks, coated with dark metallic plates of armor. From this distance, Marco could see the suckers more clearly. They opened and closed, lined with rings of tiny claws. The ship's bulbous head seemed to stare at Marco with its two red portholes. The galactopod seemed alive. A breathing, flying creature. Impossible! Marco knew it was impossible. But he couldn't shake the thought. The enemy seemed like some bizarre creature from the ocean depths, ready to feed.
The two ships stormed closer toward each other. Closer. And closer still.
Marco's knuckles whitened around the yoke.
I don't want to fight, he thought. I never did. Not my first battle. Nor the second. Nor the countless battles that followed. And not now.
He looked at Addy. She looked back and nodded. A reassuring nod. She was here at his side—as always. His sister in arms.
No, I didn't want this. But I will fight nonetheless.
They flew closer, charging toward a head-on collision, and Marco stared into the galactopod's red eyes. Two tentacles rose with fluid grace, aimed at the Bee's Knees, and opened fire.
Two inkblots streaked toward the Bee.
Addy's fingers grabbed the machine gun controls.
"Hold," Marco whispered to her.
He kept flying straight forward.
The inky blobs streaked closer.
"Marco, we have to fire—"
"Hold," he repeated.
The inkblots flew closer. Closer. Addy's fingers twitched over the triggers. The corrosive ink was ten seconds away. Five seconds. Four. And—
Marco yanked the yoke hard. The Bee spun madly, spiraling forward like a corkscrewing baseball. One inkblot flew above the Bee, the other below. The acidic blobs grazed the striped hull, melted some of the black-and-yellow paint, then rolled into the distance.
Scarred but still in the fight, the Bee's Knees raced toward the Embrace of Many Arms. The galactopod loomed before the rotund tugger, tentacles spread wide.
"Fire, Addy!" Marco shouted.
She pulled the triggers.
The twin machine guns on the prow unleashed. A hailstorm of bullets flew toward the mechanical squid.
The Embrace of Many Arms recoiled like a wounded spider. The galactopod tried to dodge. But several bullets slammed into her hull, sparking.
A second later, the two ships raced by each other, so close they nearly collided.
As she streaked by, the galactopod thrust a tentacle. The enormous digit unfurled joint by joint, its suckers spinning with blades. The tip spewed an inkblot.
Marco pulled back the yoke, pitched upward, and hit the afterburner. The Bee soared. The inkblot raced below the tugger, curved its flight, and followed the Bee. The globule of corrosive ink chased them. It was like a living thing, a creature of tar.
And then Marco saw them. The two inkblots from earlier. The ones he had dodged while spinning. They were still chasing him! It had taken them a while. But they were back on his trail, bobbing their way through space.
Marco saw no fins on them, no exhaust, no motors. The just looked like blotches of ink, but they were following him like heat-seeking missiles.
"Addy!" he shouted.
"I see 'em!"
"Shoot them down!"
"I can't from this angle! Turn your prow at them."
Marco nodded, tilted the Bee, and—
The galactopod fired yet another inkblot.
Marco cursed, yanked the Bee left, dipped low, then rolled upward to face the inkblots head-on.
Four blobs were coming in fast. Addy opened fire. Her bullets tore through one blob, scattering droplets of ink every which way. Marco dodged another inkblot. Before the blob could change course, Addy shot it. The blob dispersed into a cloud. Addy shot a third one. Only one inkblot remained. Where was it? Had they dodged it? Was it gone? Or—
Pain.
Darkness.
Marco blacked out.
* * * * *
Thankfully, he was only out for a few seconds. When he came to, the Bee was tumbling through space.
It took Marco another few seconds to realize what had happened. The last inkblot had hit the Bee's Knees. Amazingly, he was still alive. The Bee's armor was holding! Tough little tugger.
Alarms blared. The ink coated the tugger like tar, eating through the hull. Marco tightened his lips, yanked the yoke, and the Bee spun madly, shaking off ink like a dog shaking off water. The alarms silenced. They were okay for now. But they would need a good scrubbing once all this was over.
With a furious cry, Addy fired more bullets. The fusillade pounded the Embrace of Many Arms.
The galactopod recoiled, tentacles pulling inward, forming a protective shield around her head. Addy's bullets sparked off the metallic tentacles, doing them little harm. Even as she cowered, the galactopod managed to fire another inkblot.
The tarry blob raced toward the Bee, but Marco yawed out of the way. It took Addy several attempts, but she finally hit the blob. Her bullets dispersed it into a cloud of ink. Droplets hit the Bee, searing her hull. But the armored plates held. Tuggers were tough little buggers.
While the Bee's Knees was occupied with the ink, the Embrace of Many Arms seized her chance. The tentacled ship raced toward the tugger again, readying for another assault. Goddammit! Could nothing stop that galactopod?
"Bullets aren't working," Addy said. "Time to use the stinger. Just give me a good angle, Poet, and I'll slice this squid into calamari."
Already more inkblots flew. Dammit, didn't the galactopod ever run out of ammo? The Bee's Knees certainly could. They barely had any bullets left. But they did have a few torpedoes for the stinger on the stern.
Marco soared, dodging the latest inkblots. Then he pitched forward and flew over the galactopod, pretending to flee into the distance. That brought the Bee's rounded stern in line with the enemy.
The stinger extended. The Bee's primary weapon. A heavy torpedo cannon.
The squid raced after the tugger, tentacles pointing the way.
Addy pulled the trigger.
The stinger boomed. The jolt shoved the Bee forward. A torpedo shot into the distance.
They were at such close range the Embrace of Many Arms could not flee. And she knew it. The torpedo streaked toward her, and the galactopod raised one tentacle defensively. She lashed at the torpedo like a kraken trying to knock aside a harpoon.
Like a sharp blade slicing through seafood, the torpedo chopped that tentacle straight off.
The torpedo kept flying. It slammed into the galactopod's hull and detonated.
A shock wave blasted out, showering debris. Addy cheered. Chunks of metal slammed into the Bee, peppering the thick armor. The tugger jolted.
"Take that, you sonuvabitch," Marco growled.
And then it happened.
Addy's cheers died with a strangled gasp.
The galactopod came flying through the explosion. The alien ship was still flying! She was hurt but still alive. And she was charging at the Bee!
Marco stared at the impossible.
"What the hell are you?" he whispered.
* * * * *
The Embrace of Many Arms was hurt. One tentacle missing. Hull dented and cracked. But the galactopod kept charging toward the Bee's Knees, leaking fire and ink.
"Fire again, Addy!" Marco shouted.
"I can't, I have to load the next torpedo manually!" Addy cried, racing toward the stern.
"Wait, Addy, I need you at the machine guns!"
But she was already gone. He heard her cursing and growling as she lifted another torpedo.
The squid kept shooting those damn inkblots. Where the hell was it storing all that ink? Marco pitched and yawed hard, turning his prow toward the incoming bolts.
For a second, he found himself staring at the galactopod. The red portholes stared back. And inside them …
Eyes, he thought. Real eyes behind the glass!
He didn't waste another second. He reached across the cockpit to Addy's empty gunnery station. He pulled the machine gun triggers himself. Bullets sliced through the inkblots, kept flying, and hit the galactopod's red eyes.
The bullets chipped but did not break the glass. The galactopod's tentacles pulled inward, shielding her eyes.
Marco was flying too fast. Too fast! Damn it, he couldn't control both the helm and guns! He pitched upward, trying to dodge the enemy, and—
The two ships grazed each other.
The Bee's Knees jolted.
Sparks showered across space. Addy screamed in the stern. The tugger careened like a bumblebee with one wing. The galactopod tumbled in the other direction.
"Addy, get back here!" Marco cried.
She ran back into the cockpit, bleeding from her arm. She hopped into her seat, drenched in sweat, and grabbed the gunnery controls.
"You're hurt!" Marco said.
"I'm fine. I got another torpedo loaded. Give me an angle and—"
A tentacle grabbed them.
The suckers tightened, locking onto the Bee, crunching the hull.
Another tentacle coiled around the tugger. And another. The galactopod began squeezing them like a kraken crushing a sailing ship. Metal dented and bulkheads cracked.
"Fire the stinger!" Marco said.
"We're too close. It'll blow us both up!"
The tentacles tightened further. The viewport cracked. Addy tried firing the machine guns on the prow, but they were pointing into empty space. No matter how much Addy kicked, cursed, and pounded the dashboard, she could not turn the machine guns far enough to reach a tentacle.
Then Marco had an idea.
"The tractor beam!" he said.
"What you gonna do, tow the galactopod to the nearest space depot?" Addy said.
"The tractor beam can be reversed!" he said. "It can repulse as well as attract. Just give me a sec."
He released the yoke. The damn ship was stuck anyway. The galactopod kept squeezing the poor tugger. Armor plating cracked. Marco typed on the dashboard in a fury, reversing the tractor beam polarity, firing up the engine, loading, loading, powering up … Damn the thing was slow!
A tentacle cracked their radar dish. Then one of their machine guns. The hull creaked, dangerously close to cracking open. Klaxons blared.
The lights in the cabin went dark. The Bee was dying. But the tractor beam powered up!
Marco pressed a button, and the tractor beam engaged in full reverse. A blast of immense power surged out the Bee's stern. The tractor beam was designed to haul enormous starships (they were larger than aircraft carriers) into docking yards. The blast hit the galactopod like a tornado hitting a poodle.
The metallic tentacles ripped free from the tugger. The Embrace of Many Arms flew into the distance. In a feat of remarkable endurance, the Embrace quickly found her bearings, steadied her flight, and turned her baleful red eyes toward the Bee's Knees.
At once, Marco hit a switch again. The tractor beam flipped from push to pull. The beam grabbed the mechanical squid like an invisible fishing line, then began reeling her in.
"What are you doing?" Addy cried.
"Just watch."
As the beam pulled the galactopod closer, Marco yanked the yoke, launching the Bee into a tailspin. The galactopod, still held in the beam, flew in a wide ring around the tugger. The squid was like a tetherball spinning around a pole. Marco spun the alien ship around three times, then flipped a switch, disengaging the tractor beam.
Like a sling stone, the galactopod flew into the distance. This time she flew too fast, too violently to reorient herself.
"Addy, blast her!" Marco shouted, turning the stern toward the enemy.
With a savage smile, Addy shoved a lever, and the stinger fired. A torpedo streaked and slammed into the galactopod, hitting her straight on the prow.
An explosion lit space. The red eyes shattered. The galactopod's prow crumpled, and her tentacles wilted. Molten metal gushed from the wound. The spinning propulsion system on the stern gave another few spins, then stilled and darkened. The Embrace of Many Arms floated through space, a hole in her prow, her light gone dark.
She was dead.
"She shoots, she scores!" Addy cried, fist raised in triumph. "With an assist from Emery." She mussed his hair.
Marco slumped in his seat. His heart was pounding. Sweat dripped down his forehead. His fingers ached from gripping the yoke so tightly. But he was alive. Addy was alive. They had fought the first battle of this war—and won.
Addy was cheering, fist pumping. "Bring it on, aliens! Bring it on! You're dealing with Addy Linden now. I'll kick your butts! I'll blow you apart! I . . . I …"
She slumped into her seat, and suddenly tears were flowing down her cheeks. She trembled, and Marco pulled her into his arms, holding her close as she wept.




CHAPTER TWELVE 

Shell-Shocked
Once more, they had fought a battle. Once more, they had danced with death and barely dodged his reaching claws. They had thought such horrors behind them, or at least had dared to hope. But the nightmares had returned. The monsters had crawled out from under the bed. The hell of war was back. For a moment, Marco and Addy sat in the cockpit of the Bee's Knees, holding and comforting each other. They had slain the monster. They were alive. They were safe.
But for how long? Marco wondered.
Sana's words returned to him. There are billions of them …
"What the hell was that thing?" Addy said. She leaned back in her seat, struggling to regain her composure. "Was that …?" She shuddered. "Was that a hydrian?"
"I don't know. But I bet you Sana came from Hypnos. We'll find answers there." He placed his hand on the throttle. "Let's keep going."
Addy pulled Marco's hand back. "Wait. Not yet. First we need to enter the alien ship."
He opened his mouth, closed it, frowned, and tilted his head. "We need to do what?"
Addy rose from her seat. "I'll get the spacesuits." She walked into the hold.
"Addy, wait." Marco tapped some buttons, quickly anchoring the ship, then ran after her. "You can't be serious."
She stood in the hold, looking around the piles of laundry, food wrappers, and hockey pucks. "Now where are the spacesuits? I can't find anything in here. Marco, this place is a pigsty. You left hot dog packages everywhere."
Marco stared out a porthole. The alien ship floated there—a dead, dark squid, a hole in its prow. The glass "eyes" were dark now, but Marco remembered sensing real eyes behind the portholes, peering at him.
"I'm not sure that's a good idea," he said. "Our mission is to go to Hypnos."
Addy was rummaging through a pile of her laundry. She turned toward him, and even with dirty socks clinging to her and a bra in her hand, she looked every inch the soldier.
"Our mission," she said, "is to discover information about the hydrians. Sana called that creature a hyd. Close enough. I'm going into that ship, Marco. With or without you. I'll learn what I can."
"There could be aliens still alive inside," Marco said.
Addy grinned wickedly. "All the more reason to go."
Marco heaved a sigh. She was right. Of course she was right. He stepped over the pile of laundry, kicked aside a hockey stick, and pulled down one of Addy's hockey posters.
"Hey!" she said. "Careful! That's a collector's edition Maple Leafs 2138 Stanley Cup poster signed by the entire team."
"Yes, I saw you print it in my office last month. The closet is behind it." He opened the door. "The spacesuits."
Marco had packed them himself. They were modern spacesuits with cutting-edge molecular technology. Everyone had seen (and laughed at) photos of spacesuits from the twentieth century. It was hard to imagine how the first astronauts had moved inside those bulky contraptions. Modern spacesuits were slick, formfitting, and graceful. Well, graceful on some people. Marco had to admit the suits felt a little too formfitting on him. They certainly didn't leave much to the imagination. The fabric was lightly scaled and iridescent, designed to protect the body from the rigors of vacuum and radiation while allowing full movement.
"Hey, my suit is a little tight," Addy said, struggling to wriggle into hers. "They shrank in the closet. Must be something to do with the warp drive."
"Or maybe something to do with your hot dogs."
"What?" Addy gasped. "I have the metabolism of a fifteen-year-old Soviet gymnast!"
Marco nodded. "Mhm. You'd need to be a gymnast to squeeze into your suit."
She shook her fist at him. "You'll be doing backflips through space if you don't watch it." She sucked in her breath, managed to buckle the suit shut, and grinned.
Marco finished pulling on his own suit. Steam thrusters in the wrists and boots allowed the operator to swim through space like in water, granting more maneuverability than traditional jet packs. A variety of buckles and pouches let an astronaut carry tools, weapons, or (in Addy's case) snacks. She was already slipping frozen hot dogs into her suit's pouches.
Once they were suited up, they grabbed weapons. Marco snapped two handguns onto his hips. They were modern plasma weapons, able to deliver fifty bolts on a single charge.
Addy scoffed. "Plasma? What are you, a sissy?" She slung an old-fashioned semiautomatic rifle across her back.
"Addy, that thing is an antique," Marco said.
She snorted. "Hey, it won the Scum War, and it'll beat the hydrians too." She rummaged through the closet and gasped. "Ah, here she is! Princess Slicey. My katana."
"Talk about antiques," Marco said.
"Damn right! Princess Slicey is six hundred years old, and she can still cut through silk." She slung the katana across her pack alongside the rifle, then returned to rummaging through the closet.
"What now?" Marco said.
"Hey, I'm a girl. I take time to get ready." She turned from the closet with a grin, holding armfuls of grenades. "Never leave home without explosives." She began snapping the grenades onto buckles across her suit.
Finally she was ready. They entered the airlock, Marco walking easily, Addy lumbering under her piles of weapons and snacks. Marco was about to open the outer hatch, exposing the vacuum of space, when Addy froze.
"Wait, I forgot something." She raced back into the hold, then returned carrying her hockey stick.
"I doubt we'll find a hockey ring aboard the alien starship, Ads."
She swung the hockey stick, forcing Marco to duck.
"It's for bonking aliens on the head. And you, if you're not careful."
Marco had to duck again, wincing. He flashed back to their childhood games, running through the library, playing captains and aliens. He always had to play the alien.
He shoved the hockey stick aside. "Stop that. Get ready." He reached for the airlock hatch. "On ten, nine—"
"One!" Addy said, shoving the airlock open. She grabbed Marco and leaped out into space.
They tumbled into the darkness.
* * * * *
For a moment, they spun wildly. Addy laughed and spread out her arms, loving it. Muttering curses, Marco fiddled with his thrusters, steadying his flight. His head spun. Addy was doing cartwheels nearby.
Marco had gone on spacewalks multiple times. He was used to space by now. But floating here seemed strange. He was on the very edge of the galaxy. To one side, he could see the spiraling arms of the Milky Way, home to billions of stars. To the other side—only Nemesis, that single, merciless star in the void. It was strange how small the galaxy seemed from here. He imagined that for the hydrians, or other species beyond the Milky Way, the entire galaxy seemed no larger than a trinket.
"She shoots, she scores!" Addy cried.
Marco turned to see her swinging her hockey stick into a grenade, hurling it into the distance. The bomb exploded with a flash.
"Addy, stop that!" he cried. "Shrapnel will travel forever in space."
"Calm down, mom. It's a stun grenade. Just makes a bang and some light."
"Let's get on with the mission."
They engaged their thrusters and swam through space, leaving the Bee's Knees and heading toward the Embrace of Many Arms. As they flew closer, Marco examined the alien ship with interest. His helmet had a camera on it. He was filming everything for scientists back on Earth to study. The galactopod probably had similar mass to the bulky Bee, but it was spread out. The central hull was tubular and humble. Most of the ship was in the tentacles. Layers of interlocking armor covered the appendages, allowing fluid movements.
Marco and Addy flew closer to a tentacle. From up close, its sheer size really sank in. You could park a bus on the damn thing. Marco examined the suckers that lined the digit. The size of manhole covers, the suckers were filled with sharp, curving blades like claws.
Marco hovered before the colossal appendage, hesitating. He worried the tentacle would suddenly jerk and slam into him. But the ship seemed dead. No power. No lights. Just a hulk. He swam closer still, then gingerly reached out and touched the tentacle.
"Strange," he said.
Addy hovered at his side. She tapped the tentacle with her fist. "It's not metal."
"No."
Addy ran her hands along one of the armored plates. "Some kind of plastic? It feels almost like a shell."
"Yes, it reminds me of the carapace of a crab. Lumpy." Marco shuddered. "This is creepy."
He took out his knife and tried to carve off a sample. But he couldn't cut through the material.
Addy cleared her throat. "Step back, my friend. Princess Slicey will take care of this."
She drew her katana and swung it. The blade dented.
Marco winced. "Six hundred years old, you say?"
"A six-hundred-year-old piece of junk!"
"We might have to tug the whole ship back home once the mission is over," Marco said. "For now let's find our way inside. Maybe we can grab samples in there. And see what else we learn."
They spent a while flying around the alien ship, looking for an airlock. As they explored the ship's exterior, Marco got a closer look at the different components. The two "eyes" at the front seemed like portholes, perhaps also functioning as sensors and telescopes. With the lights off inside, the portholes became like mirrors. Marco tried peering through one, but he only saw his reflection. Leaving the prow, he and Addy floated toward the stern and examined the propulsion system. Multiple metal rings flared outward, forming a structure like an astrolabe or huge eggbeater. A system of exhaust ports nestled within the cage of metal rings, dark and cold. Marco remembered seeing plasma flare inside the contraption.
"I still can't find a way in," Marco said.
They flew along the central hull, which was cylindrical. They saw no machinery here, no hatches, no sensors. Just a hard, lumpy surface.
"Where the hell is the airlock?" Addy said. "How do the aliens get in and out?"
"I dunno," Marco said. "This whole ship is creepy. It reminds me of a giant squid. Maybe it's like a starwhale. Not a ship but an animal." He tapped the hull. "Maybe this isn't a hull. Maybe it's a shell."
"An animal with a propulsion system? Nah, this is a ship."
"Then where's the airlock?" Marco said.
Addy shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe the aliens teleport. Or maybe they never leave their ship. Sort of how you would never leave your writing cave unless I dragged you out. Let's enter through the hole my torpedo blasted into the hull. It's big enough for us to squeeze through."
Marco looked at the hole. It gaped open near the "head" of the squid, not far from the "eyes."
He raised an eyebrow. "It'll be a tight squeeze."
"I can fit. I'm petite." Addy shoved him. "Step aside, Marco! I'll lead the way." She slid her head, then her shoulders through the hole. "See, the trick is the shoulders, Poet. Once you get the shoulders in, you're—" She wriggled around, legs kicking. "You're—"
"You're stuck, aren't you?" Marco said, floating behind her.
"I'm fine!" came her muffled voice from inside. Her legs still stuck out into space.
Marco heaved a sigh. "And as usual, I must help you out of a tight spot." Marco placed his hands on her backside and began pushing.
"Hey! Hands off the goods! Marco, this is not the time."
He finally managed to push Addy through the hole. A moment later, she peered at him from inside. "I was fine."
"You were stuck tighter than an elephant inside a boa constrictor."
"A what?"
"Never heard of The Little Prince?" Marco said.
"If he's not in Freaks of the Galaxy, then no. Now get in here with me. Just be careful. It's a real tight squeeze. You have to suck your belly in, flatten your legs, and—"
Marco crawled through the hole and stood up beside her.
"And what?" he said.
She punched him. "I widened the hole for you. Shut up."
They looked around them. If there were any living aliens in here, they must be hiding. Addy swept her rifle from side to side, and Marco drew his pistol. But nothing scurried out from the darkness to grab them.
"Are they all dead?" Marco wondered.
Addy hefted her rifle. "If not, they soon will be."
From here, they couldn't see much. A bit of deck, molten slag from the explosion, and shadows. Surprisingly, the deck was concave. No flat floors here. Along with cameras, their helmets sported flashlights. Marco and Addy increased the brightness and stepped deeper into the darkness. Chunks of the torpedo still smoldered around their boots, hot enough to burn flesh. They carefully stepped around the debris, heading deeper, guns and flashlights pointing the way.
"Eww." Addy winced. "Eww! What is that?"
Marco grimaced. "I don't know." He took a step closer. And another. "Get closer. I need more light."
Addy joined him, adding her flashlight to his. "What the hell? Dude. This is nasty."
"It looks like a wall of raw meat," Marco said.
A quivering pile of flesh rose before them, pink and splotched with hairy warts. It rose from floor to deck, blocking their passage. Addy stepped closer and poked the fleshy wall with the barrel of her rifle. It jiggled.
"It's hurt," Marco said, taking a few steps aside. "Look. Over here. These look like wounds."
Addy stepped closer to him. Their light revealed burns and cuts across the meaty wall. Shrapnel from the torpedo floated inside like nuts inside jelly.
"Dude, I think I killed it," Addy said. "Is this an alien? Is this a hyd? It's enormous."
They couldn't see an end to the creature. From where they stood, they could only see this burnt, wounded chunk of it.
"We can squeeze down this way," Marco said. "Between the alien—if that's what it is—and the hull. Let's see how big this sucker is."
They walked through the alien starship, moving down the central hold. Unlike human ships, which had straight floors and bulkheads, the alien vessel was cylindrical. It felt like walking through a huge tube of toothpaste. And the toothpaste was made of meat. The hard, craggy hull rose to their left. The meaty filling brushed against their right sides. Thankfully, they were breathing through oxygen tanks. Marco couldn't even imagine how bad this place must stink.
As they walked, Addy kept poking the giant alien.
"Will you leave it alone?" Marco finally snapped.
"Look!" She poked it again. "It jiggles."
"You found a soul sister," Marco said.
She punched him.
Finally they reached an intersection. A corridor branched off to their left. The huge fleshy animal filled both paths. Marco shone his flashlight and understood.
"Look, Addy! This corridor—it's one of the tentacles!"
On the outside, the tentacle was coated with armored plates. But on the inside, it was soft and pinkish. Suction cups grew along the flesh. Each cup contained an array of claws, mimicking the metallic structures outside. Without the armor, the tentacle was decidedly thinner. But Marco still wouldn't like it squeezing him.
"Dear God, Addy," Marco whispered. "A galactopod isn't a starship. It's a spacesuit. This entire place is the spacesuit of a giant alien!"
Addy shuddered. "And we're like two mice who crawled inside."
"Thank God the alien is dead." Marco pointed down the corridor, which the tentacle filled. "This hallway is basically an armored sleeve."
They knelt and peered down the so-called sleeve of armor. The tentacle lay motionless inside like a dead limb inside a cast.
"You know, Poet," Addy said, "I don't think this is a giant alien spacesuit. It's more like an exoskeleton. A shell. Like the hard shell around a mushy lobster."
"A shell with a propulsion system?" Marco said.
"Maybe." Addy shrugged. "Why not? If animals can evolve legs, wings, flippers, and so on, why not propulsion systems?"
"You might be right, Ads. Let's keep exploring. Think we can fit down this passageway along the tentacle?"
"Maybe you can," Addy said. "I'm done squeezing into tight spots."
She poked the tentacle … and it moved.
The entire tentacle twitched and squirmed, banging against the armored walls around it.
Marco and Addy gasped, stepped back, and aimed their guns. The tentacle flailed madly as if trying to pull out of the armor. The little claws moved inside its suction cups. Then the digit flopped down and moved no more.
"Is it alive?" Addy whispered.
"It might just be pent-up energy inside the muscles," Marco said. "The way frog legs can still move long after the frog is dead. Addy, when it moved, I think I saw the outline of bones inside. If the hard casing is indeed an exoskeleton and not a spacesuit, then this alien has an exoskeleton and a regular skeleton. Incredible. Redundancy. Makes them extra tough."
"The creature with two skeletons!" Addy said. "It would make a great addition to Freaks of the Galaxy."
"A hyd, Sana called it," Marco said.
"It's gotta be it, Marco. One of the hydrians."
He nodded. "Agreed. I want to see its head."
Addy raised an eyebrow. "An hour ago, you didn't even wanna come aboard."
"I was wrong. You were right. There's critical information here. We're dealing with a new lifeform. A hostile lifeform. We must learn what we can and report to Einav."
"Wait, wait!" Addy pointed her camera at him. "Can you say the part again about you being wrong and me being right? I need to film this for posterior."
"You mean posterity, Addy."
She gasped. "Rude!"
Marco rolled his eyes. "Let's go this way. I think those portholes at the front are for its eyes. Let's take a look."
* * * * *
By then, the tentacle had stopped twitching. Just the last death throes, as Marco had suspected. Leaving the limp appendage, they walked through the alien ship (or alien spacesuit, as it were) toward the head. They reached the front, central part of the ship that stuck out among the tentacles. The chamber was about the size of their living room back home. The huge head of the alien filled most of it, slumped and motionless.
Addy's eyes widened. "That is one ugly alien."
At first Marco found himself thinking of old tales of giant krakens. But this wasn't some primitive mollusk. This creature definitely had bones. Marco could see the outline of a skull beneath the rubbery skin. Teeth the size of Addy's katana stuck out from a mouth that could swallow men whole. Smaller tentacles, roughly the size of anacondas, grew around the mouth like barbels. Perhaps they were used for grabbing prey, perhaps as sensory organs. The alien's eyes were closed and leaking ooze.
"Well, Ads, your torpedo must have killed him," Marco said. "His injuries didn't look so bad. I'm guessing depressurization did him in. You punched a hole in his spacesuit."
Addy laughed. "These things don't seem so tough. Einav was worried for nothing."
"Hmm. Maybe. But Sana did say there were billions of them. I wouldn't want to face billions. And for all we know, this one's a baby. Maybe they grow bigger."
"We should name him Billy," Addy said.
Marco tilted his head. "Why Billy?"
"Billy the Squid."
"I hate you, Addy."
She stuck her tongue out at him. "You love me."
Marco stared at the bulbous dead head. "We should take samples. Maybe we can cut off one of those barbels. Actually, no. You know what? We should bring back the whole alien intact. We'll put a beacon on the ship, then on the way back, we can tug it to— Addy?"
"One alien barbel, coming right up!" she said, walking toward the head. She drew her chipped katana.
"Addy, actually, maybe you should—"
She swung the katana, chopping off the sensory appendage.
Marco froze. For a moment, nothing happened. Addy grinned, knelt, and lifted the digit. "See, Poet? It's dead. It's—"
A rumble shook the chamber.
The remaining alien barbels stirred. Eyelids like rotten cabbages twitched. The rumble rose again—louder this time, vibrating through the strange carapace-like ship.
Addy took a step back, face pale, and made a little "ohhhh" sound.
"Marco, what did you do?" she whispered.
"Me?" he cried. "You're the one who cut off its barbel."
"You told me to cut off its barbel!"
"I told you to wait," he said.
"I just did what you wanted!"
"I didn't want you to—"
"Oh, be quiet!" Addy said, grabbed her rifle, and opened fire.
Bullets slammed into the huge alien head. Globs of flesh splattered. The alien's eyes snapped open, revealing blazing red orbs. The rumble became a furious roar. The hyd opened his mouth wide, revealing hundreds of teeth like medieval pikes, rings and rings of moving, slashing blades, leading down to a gurgling red gullet.
"Oh shit," Marco whispered. "Addy, why did you wake up this alien?"
"His name is Billy!"
"I don't care what his name is, he's going to kill us!"
Marco raised both his plasma pistols—one in each hand—and fired. Luminous bolts hit the alien's teeth. The plasma scoured the enamel but didn't do much more. Billy (Marco still thought the name was ridiculous) made a sound that almost seemed like a chuckle.
Addy had sliced off one barbel, but Billy still had a bunch of them. The alien stretched the fleshy cords toward Marco and Addy. Barbels caught their ankles and tugged. The couple fell, screaming. They kept firing their guns even as the barbels pulled them toward the waiting maw.
Heart pounding, Marco aimed both handguns at the barbel gripping him. He fired again and again. His bullets tore through one barbel. The appendage slapped onto the deck, splattering inky blood. Marco scurried back, kicking off the wriggling digit. Addy swung her katana. The blade chopped off another barbel, and she was free. She hurried to join Marco. They pressed their backs against the wall—the hard, inner surface of the alien's carapace.
"This is all your fault, Addy!" Marco shouted. "You woke it up."
"You told me Billy was dead!"
"I told you to be careful!"
"You told me to take a sample!"
"I didn't—"
While they bickered, Billy's head rose, then thumped down, shaking the chamber. Marco and Addy swayed. The head rose and fell again. And again. It almost seemed to be bouncing inside the shell. Then Marco realized what Billy was doing. The gargantuan head was hopping toward them. The damn thing was the size of a pickup truck, and it was hopping.
Their argument forgotten, Marco and Addy raised their guns and let loose. Bullets and plasma pounded the creature. Marco aimed at a big red eye. He hit it! His plasma bolt burned a path into the gelatinous orb like a worm of fire into rotten fruit. That only enraged the alien. The hellmouth opened before them, roaring, spraying them with saliva. The remaining barbels flailed.
"Fire in the hole!" Addy cried and hurled a grenade.
The grenade tumbled into Billy's mouth. The hyd swallowed it.
Marco and Addy knelt and covered their heads. The grenade exploded. This one was clearly not a stun grenade. The entire head jolted. Teeth tore free and clattered against the deck.
Marco didn't waste a moment. The old instincts of a soldier now controlled him. He rose, grabbed one of the fallen teeth, shouted, and ran at the alien. Before Billy could recover, Marco leaped into the air, then thrust the tooth like a spear. The tooth pierced the creature's wounded eye, driving deep into the skull.
With a battle cry, Addy ran and leaped, thrust her katana, and drove the blade into Billy's second eye.
The hyd howled and tossed his head from side to side. Marco and Addy flew and thumped into the walls. As they slid down toward the deck, they were already firing their guns, pounding the bulbous head with more fury.
Marco's gun clicked. As he reached for another plasma battery, he stared at the alien, daring to hope it was dead. Addy stood at his side, panting, gripping her katana with both hands. Blood covered her arms and dripped down the blade.
The alien head wiggled and moaned. The eyes were oozing and deflated, the mouth a bloody mess. Billy turned his blinded eyes toward the couple, and then he did something that shocked Marco to his core. It couldn't be real. It had to be a nightmare. Against all reason, the alien spoke to him. In English.
"You … are … human …"
It had a wispy voice. The voice of an old man on his death bed, breathy and crackling.
"Damn right!" Addy said, puffing out her chest.
The hyd began to chuckle. The entire galactopod reverberated with his laughter. Then he coughed and spat blood.
"You … do not … know what … is coming. I … am … but one. There are … billions. Ninazu is coming. You will … die. All humans … will … die!"
Marco stared at those blinded eyes, and fear trickled down his back. The Dreamer's dream. Einav's visions. They had been right. Terror gripped Marco, more powerful than any tentacles.
Addy snorted. "Eh, go suck a grenade, Billy."
She stepped toward the alien, pulled his mouth open, shoved a grenade in, then slammed the mouth shut.
"Fire in the hole!" she cried, pulling Marco down.
The grenade exploded. Chunks of the alien's skull flew every which way. Only by a miracle did the bony shards miss Marco and Addy. The shock wave pounded them like invisible hammers.
When the dust settled, they stood up. Marco's ears rang. His head spun. If not for their helmets and armored spacesuits, the blast might have killed them along with Billy. Marco looked at the alien's head. Or what remained of it, at least. The skull had burst open, and what looked like blue, wormy brains were leaking out.
Addy brushed her hands together. "That'll show him."
"So much for bringing back an intact sample," Marco said.
Addy smiled at him and said nothing. Blood and goo dripped down her helmet. Though she beamed with the pride of victory, Marco saw beyond that. He saw the fear in her eyes. He saw the sadness and despair. She wore an armored spacesuit, but she also wore the armor of her banter and bravado. Marco pulled her into his arms. Standing in blood and leaking alien brains, they embraced.
"So … that was a hydrian, huh?" she whispered.
"I think so, Ads," Marco said. "But we'll find more answers at Hypnos."
They turned together, still holding each other, to look out one of the portholes. Far in the distance, past the gulf of space, shone a single angry star.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

For the Greater Good
With the alien dead and rotting beside them, Marco and Addy spent a while debating. Should they tug the galactopod back to Earth now, even with Billy dead? Or continue with the mission to Hypnos?
They could not simply send a report to Einav. From out here, radio signals would take a million years to reach Earth. There were, today, faster communication methods. Professor Noah Isaac had invented "wormhole communicators," perhaps his proudest achievement. His machines could open tiny wormholes (only a few atoms wide) through space to send messages instantly across the galaxy. But his wormhole generators guzzled tremendous energy, and you could not operate one from a small starship like the Bee's Knees. Those generators were nearly the size of a tugger themselves. Wormholes, even very small ones, were damn hard to generate. It made Marco appreciate the Wormhole Road even more. Those ancient wormholes were enormous and still stable after a million years. Whoever had built them had clearly been light-years ahead of humanity. Even ahead of the late, beloved professor.
Marco suggested tugging the galactopod back now. "Riding the Wormhole Road, we can be home within three weeks."
Addy shook her head. "No. We're not turning back now. Not when we're so close to Hypnos. We'll attach a beacon to Billy. Continue to Hypnos and learn more there. Then come back, retrieve Billy, and tug him home to Earth."
"By then Billy will be rotten down to bone," Marco said. "Less for the scientists to study."
"The journey home takes three weeks," Addy countered. "By then he'd be rotten anyway."
Marco had to give her that one. But he had another argument, one he hesitantly voiced. "What if we die on Hypnos? What if we never bring Einav the information?"
Addy considered that for a moment, chewing her lip. "That's a good point."
"So let's fly back with Billy," Marco said. "Deliver him to Einav and her team. Then come back here."
"And lose six more weeks without the kids," Addy said quietly. "And Marco … you know it's more than six weeks. You know there's time dilation too."
Yes. Marco knew. They had been loath to mention that part until now. Perhaps it was too painful. Wormholes and warp drives distorted time, often in unpredictable ways. What was six weeks for them might be six months for the kids. Marco had a terrible image of returning home to find Sam and Roza as adults. Angry, bitter adults who had grown up without parents. He could not bear that thought. Yes, he knew that all of humanity depended on him. That billions of people mattered more than his one family. But though he knew it was wrong, knew it was immoral, he could not deny that he was selfish. That his children mattered to him more than the rest of humanity combined.
Some hero I am, he thought.
"Okay, we keep going to Hypnos," he said. "Poor Billy will have to wait."
Addy patted the dead alien's shattered skull. "Alas, poor Billy! We hardly knew you." She frowned. "Did you see that?"
"Addy, don't touch that thing."
"No, wait. Look." She stuck her hand through a crack in the alien's head.
"Addy, that's disgusting."
"I can't … reach! Too far." She pulled her hand out and shook off bluish chunks of brain. Gooey droplets splashed Marco.
He groaned. "Addy!"
"Stop being a wuss. Look!" She grabbed him with her slimy hand. "Look inside its brain."
"Your grenade blew its brain to pieces. There's nothing to see. There—" He frowned. "Wait a minute."
Addy raised her chin triumphantly. "See? There's something in there. Something purple and shiny."
"Give me your katana," Marco said. "I need to widen this cut."
"No way! Not Princess Slicey! She's a refined, elegant weapon. Not an autopsy scalpel."
"You can keep using your hands if you like."
"Fine." She held out the sword. "Be gentle with her. She belonged to a real samurai, you know."
"Yes, and apparently the samurai engraved Made in China onto the blade." Marco shoved the katana into the mangled alien head, slicing through tissue. And there it was. A lavender crystal the size of a man's heart.
He pulled out the crystal and shook it clean. The stone gleamed, its facets smooth, trapping the light. It mesmerized Marco.
"Beautiful," he said, turning it from side to side.
"Like my katana," Addy said.
Marco held the crystal up to his flashlight. "Look at how it reflects the light."
Addy nodded. "Like my katana."
"Addy, I think … yes. It's an azoth crystal! A crystal that can bend spacetime. Damn, Ads. This is the purest azoth I've ever seen. And look at the size of it! I've never seen one so big. The one inside the Bee's Knees is the size of my pinky fingernail, and it cost a fortune. This one must be priceless."
"Like my katana."
"Will you shut up about your fake sword already! Addy, don't you realize the significance of this? Hydrians—or hyds, or whatever this is—have azoth crystals inside their bodies. That's how Billy traveled at warp speed. Maybe these aliens can grow a carapace that protects them in space, and the crystals inside their brains let them travel faster than light. Like fish evolved to swim in water, and birds evolved to fly in air, these aliens evolved for space travel."
"The propulsion system must be their farts," said Addy. "Hey, don't give me that look. This is scientific."
Marco hefted the azoth crystal in his hand, considering it. Humans got all their azoth crystals from Corpus. He, Addy, and Einav had fought one of their hardest battles on that world, finally liberating the mine from the scum infestation. They had lost many good friends in those bug-infested tunnels. And the crystals Corpus produced were far smaller and duller than this perfect gem in Marco's hand.
It was the largest azoth crystal he had ever seen. Even the largest human starfighter carriers had crystals that were smaller. The power in an azoth crystal grew exponentially with size. On the surface, there wasn't a huge difference between this crystal and the ones humans mined. One was the size of a grapefruit, the other the size of a grape. Big deal. Both small enough to heft in your hand. But Marco knew the difference was vast. Were the progression of power linear, Billy's crystal would be the size of a football stadium. No wonder these aliens could travel between galaxies.
"The crystals are in their damn brains," he muttered. "The hydrians—if that's what our friend Billy was—can control time and space with their thoughts."
"That reminds me of the Dreamer," Addy said, voice soft. "He too could control the universe with his thoughts."
For a moment they were both quiet, remembering the supercomputer they had fought. They both remembered the Dreamer's prophecy. The computer had claimed to see the future. To see the hydrians attack. Was this creature what the Dreamer had seen?
"Damn, I wish we could bring Billy back to the lab!" Marco said. "Noah would have loved it. Einav will love it. But we decided to fly on. Let's keep the azoth crystal with us. I don't want to leave something priceless out here for scavengers. We'll slap a beacon on Billy and fly on."
They floated out of the galactopod, then swam through space toward the Bee's Knees. On their way, Addy leaned toward Marco and whispered, "Once we sell the crystal, I'm buying a real samurai sword."
* * * * *
And so they flew onward, leaving the galactopod behind with a humble beacon attached. They had met their first hyd, and Marco could not say he had enjoyed the experience. He still wasn't sure if this "hyd" was the same creature as the hydrians of prophecy. But it seemed a reasonable bet. Whoever the voidgazers were, they worshipped gods with tentacles. Like the hydrians from the visions. And like poor ole Billy. Whatever was going on, Marco hoped to find answers at Hypnos.
The star Nemesis was closer now, bright and blinding. The Bee's Knees was still three days away, but even from this distance, the star bathed the ship with radiation. A tugger, the Bee was built to take a lot of punishment. The shields held. But as they flew closer, Marco wouldn't be taking any more space walks.
Along the way, they practiced their undercover characters. They activated their scramble jewels, modifying their appearance. Marco shuffled around the Bee with his red beard, shaggy auburn hair, and hound dog eyes. Addy twirled around, arms held out wide, a Swiss girl of the Alps, filling the ship with her discordant song.
"You need a name," she told Marco. "I'm Heidi Hume. Of the Alps."
"Your Swiss accent is terrible," Marco said.
"What? It's flawless!"
"I just hope there are no actual Swiss people on Hypnos, or they'd see right through you, Addy."
"My name is Heidi. Who is this Addy girl to whom you refer?" She poked his chest. "You, sir, need a character. It's not enough to just change your hair and eye color."
"I have a character! It's like I told Sana. My name is Mark."
She rolled her eyes. "Mark? Really? Is that the limit of your imagination?"
"Mark Smith," Marco said. "That's me. I'm a supremely talented Canadian author, recently divorced, traveling to Hypnos with my new and incredibly annoying girlfriend, Heidi of the Alps."
"A Canadian author, huh?" Addy said. "Come on! Be something more fun. You can be Baron Gunter Von Schneider, an eccentric harpsichord collector from Bavaria."
"I'll stick with Mark Smith."
She snorted. "Can't you come up with something more imaginative? I thought you were an author."
"Exactly! I am."
They kept their holographic scramblers on. Like method actors, they spent the next few days in character. Marco pretty much behaved like his usual self. But Addy dived headfirst into her alter ego, eating an ungodly amount of cheese, dancing Swiss folk dances, and wearing clogs. When Marco pointed out that clogs were Dutch, not Swiss, she threw one at him (thankfully he ducked in time). She even built an alphorn out of spare pipe and kept blowing it into Marco's ear.
"Riiiicola!" she cried into his ear.
He cringed and shoved the horn away. "Stop that."
"I'm of Swiss heritage, you know," she told him. "This is my culture."
"Addy, I remember your DNA test. Somewhere in your mishmash of genes, you have some Swedish heritage. Not Swiss."
"Oh. Hmm. You're right. Well, I'm not creating a new character now." She thought for a moment, then dropped her voice to a whisper. "Are you sure I'm Swedish?"
"I'm going to the cockpit."
Addy kept practicing her alphorn.
On the fourth morning, they reached the Nemesis system and disengaged their warp drive. They had made it. They were at the outermost star of the galaxy. It was the farthest from Earth any human had ever traveled. Here was the shore of intergalactic space. Beyond spread the darkness, the vast chasm between galaxies, a distance so great no human ship, no wormhole, no warp drive could cross it.
But the hydrians can, Marco thought, clutching the azoth crystal Addy had found.
He examined the Nemesis star system. The Bee's Knees sensors scanned the area and spat out some stats. Most star systems contained two, even three stars orbiting one another, along with a dizzying array of planets, moons, and asteroids. Nemesis was different. Far simpler. There was just one star and two planets.
The sensors spotted no enemy ships. The system seemed empty. No ships were orbiting the planets. Due to the vast distances of space, however, the light reaching the Bee was still several hours old. If any galactopods had appeared by the planets within the past few hours, they had no way of knowing.
"Which planet is Hypnos?" Addy wondered, munching on chips.
Both planets were rocky, but one orbited too far from Nemesis for liquid water, and volcanoes erupted across its surface. The mix of fire and ice didn't seem too habitable. Marco couldn't imagine anyone but tardigrades surviving there. The second planet was within the Goldilocks zone and appeared geologically stable. A more likely candidate to be Hypnos. Marco set course there. As the Bee flew closer, Marco hoped the sensors would reveal more info. Perhaps the Bee would pick up radio stations or detect the lights of a colony. But the sensors kept flickering and crackling.
"Damn, there's a lot of radiation in this system." Marco frowned at the dashboard. "It keeps mucking up the sensors."
Addy lowered her bag of chips and kicked the dashboard. Hard. The sensors flickered back to life. "Fixed it."
The sensors now picked up lights on the planetary surface, along with some radio waves. Bingo.
"There's our colony," Marco said.
"Whoever lives here really, really doesn't like people," Addy said. "This place is an introvert's dream."
"It's about as far from other humans as you can get," Marco agreed.
"Next time we have a fight, you can sleep here," Addy said.
As they flew toward Hypnos, Marco kept an eye open for more galactopods. He still wasn't sure if galactopods were starships, spacesuits, exoskeletons, or a little of each, but one thing he did know. They were nasty things. Thankfully, none of the tentacled, ink-spewing monstrosities appeared. Had the Embrace of Many Arms come from this system? Or had Billy's galactopod emerged from beyond the galaxy like a crocodile lurching from the water? After all, they were now on the shore of the intergalactic ocean, and those dark waters hid predators. If billions of those creatures truly lurked in the murk, how did humans survive out here?
Nearer the planet, the dashboard bleeped an alert. Three ships were rising from the planet and flying their way. Marco and Addy tensed, ready for another fight. More galactopods?
No. The ships approaching them were not squid-shaped. But they still gave Marco the chills. The ships had saucer-shaped cores ringed with jagged blades. The blades made Marco imagine ritualistic daggers used in forbidden ceremonies of human sacrifice. The ships' hulls were black and gleaming, adorned with runes of fire. Marco could not read the runes, but they reminded him of mangled, flayed bodies. Same design as the ship Sana had flown. But these ones were larger, and cannons thrust out between their rings of blades.
"More shadowcrowns," Marco said.
"They're flying in defensive formation," Addy said. "Well, if they want a fight …" She reached for the cannon controls.
"Wait." Marco pulled Addy's hands back from the triggers. "Remember, you're no longer Addy Linden the warrior. You're Heidi Hume, the Swiss girl curious about joining the voidgazers."
Addy groaned. "Oh, but I hate Heidi! She never wants to fight."
A signal was coming from the Hypnosian ships. They were calling.
"Disguises on," Marco said, tapping a button on his scrambler jewels. The holographic pixels flowed across him, turning him into Mark Smith the redheaded author.
"Your disguise is lame," Addy said.
She activated her scrambler too, transforming herself into Heidi, complete with a stereotypical Swiss skirt and apron. Marco thought her getup seemed ridiculously out of place, but he had given up on dissuading her. With their disguises in place, they answered the call.
A nun in black appeared on-screen. Her hair was white, though she seemed ageless. She could have been seventy or thirty. Her thin, colorless skin clung to her angular skull, revealing hints of blue veins. She looked like a corpse. In stark contrast, her lipstick was blood-red. So were her eyes. Those eyes were not bloodshot. The irises themselves were the color of rubies. A corpse? No, Marco decided. This woman looked less like the dead, more like the undead.
An amulet hung around her neck. Marco recognized the talisman at once. A Planetary Embrace. Tentacles engulfing a planet with an eye. Sigil of the voidgazers. The interior of her ship was shadowy. Only a few candles provided illumination, and dim chanting sounded behind her. It looked like the bowels of a dark temple.
"Cree-py!" Addy whispered.
"May the Light in the Void shine upon you!" said the cadaverous woman. She spoke with a thick accent, vaguely Romanian though disturbingly unearthly. "I am Sister Morgana, a vatcher of the void. Velcome to our vorld, travelers."
The nun smiled, revealing a hundred sharp, triangular teeth. Shark's teeth, stained with blood-red lipstick.
"Oh, Jesus Christ!" Addy blurted out. Marco hushed her.
Morgana did not lose her smile. But the smile did not reach those ruby-red eyes. The shadowcrowns remained in defensive formations. Their cannons were pointing at The Bee's Knees.
"Hello, Sister Morgana," Marco said. "My name is Mark Smith. This is my girlfriend, H—"
"Heidi Hume, at your service!" Addy said, launching right into character with a blinding grin. "I am but a humble Swedish girl of the Alps—"
"Swiss," Marco whispered.
"Swiss girl of the Alps!" Addy continued. "Would you like to hear me play the alphorn, lass?"
Marco hit the mute button. "Stop being Scottish! Why are you speaking with a Scottish accent?"
"I'm sorry, I get my accents confused." Addy glared at him. "If you had a proper character, I wouldn't need to put on this show."
"Nobody asked you to put on a show! Just be normal!"
"I can't, I'm Swiss!"
Marco released the mute button. "Forgive my girlfriend. We've been trapped in this ship for a month and she's suffering from cabin fever."
"I'm not—" Addy began.
Marco continued hurriedly. "Sister Morgana, we're humble seekers of truth, disillusioned with the hypocrisy of Earth. We've come here to learn more about the Light in the Void. May we visit your world?"
Addy pressed her palms together as in prayer. "We're ready to worship Ninazu. He has touched our souls with his mighty tentacles. Will you please show us around your complex? If you have blueprints available, they will certainly guide our way to wisdom."
Sister Morgana frowned. Her ruby eyes glittered, and she bared her sharp teeth.
"Excuse me for a moment." Marco hit the mute button and glared at his wife. "Well, if the voidgazers are on the lookout for spies, they certainly won't suspect you, Addy. No real spy would be this obvious."
"Heidi is perfect. If only you chose a better character—"
"Shh!"
"Don't you shush me."
"The shadowcrowns are moving!"
They watched as the three dark starships changed position. They were arming down. Their guns retracted, and they drew farther apart, flying now in casual formation. Those rings of blades still looked menacing though. Even with their guns retracted, Marco wouldn't want to fight them.
"We velcome you to Hypnos, travelers!" Sister Morgana said, a predatory smile plastered across her pale face. "All are velcome on our humble planet. I can tell you're nervous. I imagine you've heard stories about us. I assure you, this is a velcoming vorld to all." She licked her teeth, smearing the lipstick across them. She looked like a serpent licking blood off its fangs. "Your journey has been long. Please follow me to Solace-by-the-Void, our little colony on Hypnos. Our home is your home. You'll never vant to leave."
She hung up. The shadowcrowns began flying toward Hypnos, leaving astral trails of mist.
"Well, she seems nice," Addy said. "For a bride of Satan, that is."
"That woman could drive Lucifer himself into hiding," Marco muttered.
A trickle of fear crawled down his backbone. He didn't believe in vampires. But he wouldn't be surprised to discover Sister Morgana fed upon the blood of the living.
He nudged the throttle. The Bee's Knees followed the shadowcrowns, heading toward Hypnos.
* * * * *
The dark side of the planet faced them. Nemesis shone behind the planet, kindling a corona of golden haze. On the dark surface of the world shone a tiny cluster of lights. That must be Solace-by-the-Void, a lonely colony on a dark, desolate world. But as they flew, Nemesis rose over the horizon, and a crescent of blazing fire crowned Hypnos. Marco and Addy squinted. The viewport automatically dimmed, and radiation warnings flashed across the HUD. Nemesis was a bright, wicked little star, spewing out gamma rays with a vengeance.
"I hope you brought sunscreen," Marco said.
Solace-by-the-Void was still in darkness when they entered the thin atmosphere. The Bee's rudimentary sensors scanned the air. Fifteen percent oxygen, lots of nitrogen, some methane. Not ideal but breathable in a pinch. Marco doubted the voidgazers had terraformed the atmosphere. Terraforming was a massive undertaking. Even the wealthiest, largest colonies struggled with it. Most likely some native plants were creating the oxygen, yet the surface seemed rocky and barren. Marco saw no forests. He did spot some dark oceans, which possibly contained alien algae. Maybe the oxygen came from the water. Overall, the world seemed habitable yet dreary—likely freezing by night, burning by day, with not much scenery unless you really loved rocks.
"Not exactly a tropical paradise," he said.
"I miss the lofty Alps already." Addy heaved a sigh. "I was happier on the Everest."
"Mount Everest is in the Himalayas, Ads."
"Quiet or I'll blow my alphorn into your ear again."
They followed the shadowcrowns through the night sky, approaching Solace-by-the-Void. A central dome contained the bulk of the colony. Smaller domes, likely later expansions, dotted the landscape, accessible by large tubes. Inside the domes, Marco saw streets, apartment blocks, and what looked like schools and businesses. Several domes contained farms. Marco was surprised. The colony was larger than he had anticipated. He estimated that several thousand people lived here. This wasn't just a cluster of some hermit monks but an actual community. Most colonies were only a few days away from Earth. Easily accessible with a good azoth drive or a ride along the Wormhole Road. Marco had not expected to find a thriving, self-sustaining colony this substantial so far out.
"Proof of how hardy humans can be," he said. "We truly can survive in some extreme environments."
Addy nodded. "Like the Huber family surviving on the Andes."
"The Alps, Addy. The Alps."
It reminded him of the old days on Earth. Before steam engines, traveling around the world could take months, even years. Back then, with nothing but wind-powered boats and sturdy walking sticks, humans had managed to settle distant islands, mountaintops, even the North Pole. The same spirit seemed alive on Hypnos. Unfortunately, so did this strange cult.
They approached the spaceport, which was located outside the domes. Right there in the open. Not ideal. But the atmosphere seemed clement enough to land outside, then hurry toward the colony—even without a spacesuit. Marco wouldn't want to spend all day outdoors here. The radiation would leave the mother of all sunburns. But a few minutes outdoors would be tolerable. Which made Hypnos a helluva lot nicer than most planets in the galaxy.
Most planets would kill you in an instant. They were gas giants. Or frozen wastelands. Or fiery balls of hell. Or dense spheres of pressure that could crush metal. Hypnos wasn't too different from Earth. A solid surface. Oxygen in the air. Comfortable gravity. Planets like this were extremely rare. Many alien civilizations coveted worlds like Hypnos. Normally, a dozen alien species would be battling over this real estate. But from what Marco could see, the humans had Hypnos all to themselves. Did nobody else crave such a comfortable world? Perhaps its distant location deterred competition. Maybe only humans were crazy enough to fly this far.
Hypnos was unlike any other human colony—and not only because of its remoteness. Every other colony fell under the direct rule of Einav Ben-Ari. It was part of Earth's empire, reporting directly to the motherworld. Hypnos had been founded secretly. Independently. It reported to nobody. Technically, there was no law against humans going out and settling their own planet if they could find one. It was just never done. Too dangerous. You had to be crazy. You were likely to run into aliens, and without the might of the Human Defense Force backing you up, good luck holding on to whatever world you found. Well, Hypnos had done it. Apparently aliens weren't an issue out here on the fringe.
But that's not true, Marco thought. Some aliens are here. The hyds!
Sana's words returned to him.
There are billions …
The spaceport spread below across the rocky surface. Dozens of shadowcrowns stood on the asphalt. Some were larger than others. But all had the same basic design. Black hulls covered with crimson runes. Rings of jagged, asymmetrical blades. Familiar symbols appeared among the runes. Planetary Embraces. Same old sigil. These ships all belonged to the voidgazers. Marco saw no other type of ship. No tourist cruisers. No traders. No smugglers. Nothing but these eerie, flying temples.
The Bee's Knees landed with a thump among the shadowcrowns. The rotund tugger, with her yellow-and-black stripes, must have been a sight to behold. Across the spaceport, dock workers (all wearing spacesuits) paused to stare at the giant mechanical bee.
Sister Morgana had landed before them. She had already exited her shadowcrown. The dark nun stood waiting on the surface. Unlike the dock workers, she wore no spacesuit, perhaps because she didn't plan to be outside too long. Her black habit clung to a voluptuous figure, and her hands hid within loose sleeves. She raised her head, and her eyes glittered within the shadows of her hood. Only her gleaming eyes and sharp teeth were visible in the darkness.
Marco gulped. "Bride of Satan indeed," he muttered. "That woman is a vampire if I ever saw one."
"I keep waiting for Frankenstein, the wolfman, and the mummy to show up," Addy quipped.
They still sat inside the Bee, staring at the scene through the viewport. Suddenly Marco wanted to fly away from here. To never look back. But his duty was here. He must find answers.
"All right, let's get this show on the road!" Addy reached for her katana, assault rifle, and grenades.
"Better leave our weapons aboard the ship," Marco said.
"What? You can't be serious."
"I'm Mark Smith now. And you're Heidi Hume. And while I'm still not sure what country Heidi comes from, one thing I know. She does not carry around a katana and military-grade assault rifle."
"Can I take my bazooka?"
"No, Addy."
"My flamethrower?"
"Certainly not."
She groaned. "Fine. But I'm not setting foot in that colony without a laser blaster."
"No weapons! We're here as spies, not warriors."
Addy chewed her lip, considering. Then her eyes brightened. "Of course! I'll take my flute gun."
"Your what?" Marco said.
"I bought it from a spy magazine when I learned we were going undercover." She rummaged through the closet, tossing aside a bunch of books.
"My books!" Marco cried. "Those are rare paper editions I was saving for—"
"Found it!" Addy pulled out a recorder—an old kind of flute you played straight rather than sideways.
"It's a traditional alpine instrument, you know," she said. "Played by shepherds for generations. Perfect for Heidi." She blew a discordant note. "It even plays music for real. But check this out, Poet. If you play the right note …"
She blew a C, and the flute opened, revealing a bullet chamber and barrel.
"That is nifty," Marco had to admit.
Addy closed the flute. "To fire, you just have to play an F. Don't worry. It's not loaded."
She blew into the flute again. It gave a sharp click.
"Fine," Marco said. "Take your flute. Just don't blow it in my ear all d—"
She blew a discordant note into his ear. He winced and shoved her aside.
They double-checked the scrambler holograms. Mark and Heidi stared back from the mirror, not Marco and Addy. They were ready. Briefly they considered wearing their spacesuits. Would the voidgazers wonder about two humble souls wearing expensive, military-grade spacesuits? Such tech hardly fit the personae of Mark and Heidi. Well, it was still nighttime. The radiation of Nemesis did not yet bathe the planet. They decided to forgo the spacesuits and walk through the darkness toward the colony dome, which would presumably protect them.
Holding hands, they stepped outside the Bee onto the surface of Hypnos.
* * * * *
Sister Morgana sashayed toward them, her black habit swishing. She smiled her serpentine smile. As the femme fatale drew nearer, Marco's eyes widened. Addy gasped. They had not noticed until now. But Sister Morgana was a giant. Not just tall but an actual giantess. She must have stood seven feet tall. Even Addy, who often bragged about her height, looked like a child beside the towering nun.
"Ah yes, I see you've noticed my height," Morgana said, and for the first time, some amusement filled her ruby eyes. "You vill find that many Hypnosians exhibit … unusual traits. Hypnos is avash with radiation, you see. It changes the genes. Some call this vorld Darvin's playground. Many of us are unusual, unvanted, considered freaks by some. But here on Hypnos ve found a home. Come vith me. I'll show you into the dome, vere no radiation vill harm you."
The nun turned with a swirl of her habit. She walked across the spaceport with a sway, her grace belying her great size. Addy and Marco hurried after her, scrambling to keep up with Morgana's long strides.
"Did you hear that, Poet?" Addy whispered, leaning toward him. "Freaks, Poet! Freaks galore! We found the mother lode!"
"Oh God. What's next, we find out they plant hot dog trees?"
"I love this planet!" Addy announced—a little too loudly. Some of the dock workers overheard, smiled, and nodded to her. Addy stared at them in fascination, no doubt looking for more freaks. Unfortunately for her, the workers' spacesuits and helmets hid any unusual traits they might possess.
They walked between several domes full of farms (without hot dog trees, much to Addy's disappointment) and reached the main residential dome. Sister Morgana gestured at the airlock.
"As you can see, ve have no armed guards here on Hypnos," she said. "No locks on our doors. This is a free vorld. A vorld for those who seek the light. And those who found it. Ve only ask that you bring no veapons with you. This is a vorld of peace." A frown creased Morgana's brow. "You're not carrying veapons, are you?"
"No veapons," Addy said.
"Only if you count Heidi's flute," Marco said. "Sometimes I think her music will kill me."
Addy shot him a withering look, then smiled at Morgana. "My ignorant boyfriend hates Swedish folk music."
"Swiss," Marco whispered.
"Swiss!" Addy said with a bright smile.
Judging by her altered DNA, Sister Morgana had been born here on Hypnos. The towering nun likely didn't know many Earth countries, and she seemed more confused than suspicious. Soon enough, her gruesome smile returned. "Then velcome, friends! Velcome to Solace-by-the-Void."
The giantess opened the airlock door and beckoned them to enter.
They stepped into the dome and gazed around, taking in the colony. A cobbled road stretched ahead, lined with side streets. Concrete apartment blocks rose alongside, reminiscent of twentieth-century brutalist architecture. What looked like real grass and trees grew in a park, and children scampered around a playground. Mothers pushed strollers and chattered with friends. Marco had expected to see rows of severe monks in black robes, swinging censers, chanting prayers, and summoning demons from the bowels of hell. But while Sister Morgana was dressed as a voidgazer, most of the colonists wore normal clothes, albeit old-fashioned. They reminded Marco of nineteenth-century Quakers. The architecture was perhaps a little severe, but aside from the copious amounts of unpainted concrete, the colony seemed surprisingly pleasant. Not exactly the candlelit caverns of evil rituals Marco had imagined.
This place must have cost a fortune, Marco thought. How are they funding it?
"Ve are qvite proud of our little colony," Sister Morgana said. "In the early years, ve lived in the open and suffered adverse effects. Our new protective dome is constructed of polycarbonate, designed to protect us from harmful radiation. Ve crank up the oxygen to a comfortable tventy-one percent and regularly filter the air to remove toxins. The soil is fertilized vith local microorganisms that evolved right here on Hypnos, creating our lush farms and gardens."
"I can look at the freaks, you can look at the petunias," Addy whispered to Marco.
Morgana continued talking, leading them down the street. "Ve rely on vun another here, vorking together to create a paradise. Ve have scientists here, artists, teachers, thinkers, vorkers. Ve all contribute. Hypnos is truly remarkable. The gravity and length of day are similar to Earth. This vorld is a boon. A blessing from Ninazu."
That word shot a chill through Marco.
"We've heard about Ninazu," he said. "We've come to learn more about him."
Morgana paused between two apartment blocks and beside a playground. She turned to look at Marco and Addy, her face oddly blank. She had to look down from above. At five-foot-eight, Addy often prided herself on her height. "I could be a model with this height, you know," she sometimes bragged. "If not a basketball player. I'm wasted on hockey." Marco liked to remind Addy that she wasn't actually that tall, which she always ignored. Well, Addy looked like a child compared to Sister Morgana. So did Marco.
"Ninazu is the Light in the Void," the towering nun whispered. "He is the bringer of the storm. He is the vun who vas foretold. He is the father of Mezmeron and the future king of mankind."
"He sounds great," Addy said. "Is he a hydrian?"
Marco cringed. So much for subtlety.
"Forgive my dear Heidi," he quickly said. "She's eager to learn. Maybe too eager." He shot her a glare.
Morgana smiled, but it was a tight smile, and her eyes hardened. "I am but a simple nun, not a learned scholar. Tomorrow morning, come to the temple. Erafel, our High Gazer, vill deliver his sermon, and you vill learn much. You vill vorship the many-armed gods and feel their light fill the void inside you."
Marco noticed the children in the playground had stopped playing and were gazing at them. One of the children, a little girl with pigtails, had three blinking eyes. One boy hung from the monkey bars with a prehensile tail. Another boy had no face, no hair, just a head covered with smooth skin. Addy nudged Marco in the ribs and gestured. He looked away quickly. It was not polite to stare.
"Come now," Morgana said. "The Light in the Void offers free accommodations to all visitors. Let me show you to your new home."
They walked onward, leaving the playground behind. Addy cast a longing glance back toward the unusual children. A girl on the monkey bars thrust out a tongue like a chameleon, caught a bug, and swallowed it.
"I love this planet," Addy whispered to Marco.
"You fit right in," he whispered back.
Sister Morgana took them to one of the severe concrete apartment buildings. The structure was imposing, a gray edifice of brutal efficiency. But the people inside seemed friendly. A host of neighbors waited in the lobby to greet them. They smiled at Marco and Addy, shook their hands, and welcomed them to Hypnos.
"I just arrived here a year ago," one young woman told Addy. "I love it here. Ninazu has given me so much. I know you and I will be friends."
A rotund, pink-cheeked man carried a tray of muffins. "I baked them fresh this morning when we saw your ship approach. Take one! Take more! Ah, don't worry. I've eaten too many." He laughed, belly jiggling. "They have cranberries inside!"
"Ooh!" Addy grabbed the entire tray and began eating. "Got any hot dogs?"
A young woman approached shyly, gazing at her feet. She held out her hand to Marco. Inside was a small, purple flower with green tendrils coiling around it. It reminded him of the Planetary Embrace.
"For you, sir," the young woman said. She dared meet Marco's gaze for a split second, then looked down and blushed. "A nightbloom. Our precious Hypnosian flower. I grow it on my balcony."
As Marco took the flower, he noticed that the girl had eight fingers on each hand.
Sister Morgana showed them to their apartment. It was small. Just one simple room with a window.
"The room is probably not as comfortable as you're used to from Earth," the vampiric nun said. "Ve are humble folk here on the frontier."
"The room is fine," Marco assured her.
"No it's not!" Addy cried. "Where's the kitchen?"
"Will you stop thinking about your belly for once?" Marco said.
Morgana smiled like a woman smiling at errant children. "Ve share all our meals here at the colonies. I'm afraid dinner has already been served, but please join us at our mess hall for breakfast tomorrow after services."
Addy licked her lips. "Now you're talking."
* * * * *
They spent the evening in character, even here inside the apartment. Surreptitiously, "Mark" and "Heidi" searched the room for hidden cameras or microphones. They found none but decided to play it safe. Only once the lights were off did they remove their scramblers. They lay together in the little bed, holding each other, and Addy shed tears.
"I miss the kids," she whispered.
Marco kissed her. "I love you. We'll be heading home soon."
She held him close all night. In the morning, she put her scrambler back on, becoming Heidi again. Her tears dried and her smile returned, but even through the disguise, Marco saw the sadness in her eyes. To some people, Addy Linden was the war heroine, the Queen of Fire, the revolutionary who had raised Earth in rebellion against the marauders. To her teachers at school, Addy Linden had been the troublemaker, the broken girl from the broken home, forgotten in the remedial class, a lost cause. To others, she was the eternal goofball, always with a joke ready. But to Marco, she was simply Addy. His Addy. The girl he had grown up with in the library. The soldier he had served with in the wars. The mother of his children. The woman he loved.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" she asked him, pulling on her clogs.
"Because you're beautiful."
She blushed. "Heidi is beautiful."
He wanted to say more. To tell her everything she meant to him. But she was already bounding out the door, talking about breakfast. When Marco caught up, he reminded her that breakfast was served after temple services. He could pinpoint the exact moment her heart broke.
Hundreds of colonists were heading down the streets to the services. Not everyone on this world, however, worshipped the Light in the Void. One man stood on his balcony, glowering at the procession and making the sign of the cross. Good. The voidgazers didn't have full control. Yet. Still, the cult seemed to be the dominant force on Hypnos, judging by the throngs moving down the street.
Before long, they reached the end of the residential dome. A tube led across the Hypnosian surface, connecting to a second dome. Marco wasn't sure why the colonists had built several domes instead of one massive one. Perhaps some domes were later additions. Or perhaps (Marco thought this likely) larger domes would have to be unreasonably thick, difficult if not impossible to build. Whatever the case, the tube between the two domes created a bottleneck. Marco and Addy stood in line with the others, exited the residential dome, and entered the tube.
"I had pet hamsters when I was a kid," Marco said. "It was before we were friends. They had little tubes like this."
Addy snorted. "When you were playing with pet hamsters, I was graffitiing the 401 overpass and shoplifting to survive."
"Yes, we all know about your rough childhood in the slums of the Alps, Heidi," Marco said, glaring at her pointedly.
She blushed and shut her mouth.
Many people walked down the tube with Marco and Addy. The line moved slowly. The passageway was transparent, offering a view of the landscape outside. Marco had only seen Hypnos by night before. He stared out the tube curiously. Beige plains spread under a sallow sky, speckled with gray rocks like warts. Mountains rose in the distance, capped with ice. The landscape seemed harsh, but some native lifeforms eked out an existence here. Beetles with shells like pebbles scurried across the ground. Vines emerged between cracks, grabbed beetles, and pulled them into underground mouths. Whenever that happened, the bugs froze. With their rocky shells, they blended into the landscape. After a moment, they dared to move again, only for the vines to reemerge and grab some more. Triangular creatures flew through the sky, too distant to see clearly. Some kind of bird or bat? Earth had laws against colonizing planets with native life, even simple life like this. Perhaps that was why (or at least another reason) the Hypnosians had founded their colony under the radar.
Looking through the transparent tunnel wall, Marco noticed a bizarre creature on the rocky ground. It was the weirdest alien he'd ever seen. It looked like a malformed bundle of limbs and melting skin. The poor creature dragged itself across the ground, leaving a trail of slime. It blinked several eyes, and disturbingly human-looking hands flapped at its sides. Addy gaped and Marco grimaced. But nobody else seemed to notice the strange wretch outside the transparent wall. Or if they did, they were trying very hard not to look.
The poor alien reached the tube. It slapped one malformed hand against the glass. A mouth opened, full of crooked teeth, and the alien spoke.
"Leeeet meeee back innnn!"
Then the realization hit Marco. That deformed creature was not an alien. It was a man. He was mutated, sprouting too many twisted limbs, his skin burning in the sun, but he was a man. His three eyes shed tears.
"Please … let me in …"
"Dear God," Marco whispered.
Even Addy, for all her love of so-called freaks, paled and clasped Marco's hand.
Nobody else seemed to notice the poor man outside. The Hypnosians kept walking down the tube, heading toward the temple.
"Is there a door or hatch?" Marco cried, looking around frantically. "We need to let him in! He needs help!"
The colonists lowered their eyes. They kept walking, quickening their step, pretending not to have heard Marco. One little girl stared his way, but her mother shepherded her along. The mutated man outside pressed against the glass, weeping. He slapped the tube but was too weak to cause any damage.
"What is wrong with you all?" Marco shouted. "Can't you see him? He's hurt! The radiation is burning him!"
Everyone just shuffled along.
"Are you all deaf and blind?" Addy cried, joining Marco's protest.
Black robes fluttered. Sister Morgana came rushing through the crowd toward Marco. People stepped aside from the towering voidgazer. When Morgana reached Marco and Addy, she quickly put herself between them and the wretched soul outside.
"Please, friends," Morgana said. "Do not be afraid."
"Sister, the man out there—" Marco began.
"—is doomed," the nun said. "He is vun of the untouchables. He spent too long outside in the sun. The light of Nemesis deformed him. Ve cannot help him. Ve lay out food and vater for the lost ones, but ve cannot let them into our domes."
"We can treat his burns!" Marco said. "At the very least, we can give him palliative care. We can—"
"No!" Morgana said, red eyes flashing. "The untouchables are radioactive. Letting them into the domes vould endanger us all. This is the reality of life on Hypnos. The life ve've all chosen. The life ve accept. You are new here. You don't yet know our vays. Vat we do here, the sacrifices ve make … they are for the good of the colony."
Ah yes, the justification of every evil act in history, Marco thought, silently fuming. For the greater good!
He dared not speak those words aloud. Not while he was undercover. The wretch outside gave up on finding aid. He crawled away, perhaps to die, perhaps to join his fellow mutants in exile. Reluctantly, hearts heavy, Marco and Addy continued walking down the tube, leaving the poor man to his fate.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Back to School
The temple rose before them. By far the largest structure on Hypnos, it was also the finest. Buttresses extended from a central dome to the ground, resembling tentacles. Each tentacle was intricately carved with suction cups that glowed with eerie light. As Marco and Addy walked closer to the central dome, they saw that it was shaped like a squid's body, complete with eyes filled with stained glass. Shimmering tiles covered the rounded walls, reflecting the light, mimicking iridescent skin. The temple featured a doorway shaped like a gaping mouth. Two tusks carved from obsidian flanked the double doors. Atop the dome rose a tower like a lighthouse, shining with a beacon, calling worshippers to service.
"Ve call this temple the Lighthouse in the Void," Sister Morgana said. "You valk upon holy ground. For here is vere the great Hydlord Mezmeron first touched his tentacle upon the soil of Hypnos. And it vill be the Lighthouse that guides Hydprince Ninazu to his final home."
"Can you tell us more about this Ninazu?" Marco asked. "If he's a prince, is there a king?"
"Once Ninazu embraces Earth, he vill grow in size and become a great king," Morgana said. "You vill learn more in time, friends. I must hurry to the services. You may enter vith the other pilgrims."
With a swish of her black robes, the giantess rushed toward a group of other voidgazers. The cultists stepped behind the temple, perhaps toward a back entrance for their exclusive use.
With the other colonists, Marco and Addy entered the temple, passing through the squid's mouth. Inside, they found an imposing domed chamber, large enough for two or three thousand worshippers. A fresco adorned the ceiling, depicting a massive, squid-like alien engulfing a planet in its tentacles. It reminded Marco of the bronze amulets the voidgazers wore, but this painting was far more detailed than simple bronzework. The alien seemed to stare at Marco with fiery red eyes. Around the painted alien, stars shone with real light from hidden lamps. With a start, Marco realized that the squid wasn't embracing just any old planet. It was gripping Earth.
A hydrian, Marco thought, staring at the lurid artwork.
"It looks like the alien we saw," Addy whispered to him. "Like Billy."
"But bigger," Marco whispered back. "Much bigger. I hope this is just a fanciful painting and they don't actually grow as big as a planet."
"Sounds like they have a whole pantheon going on," Addy whispered back. "The giant nun called Mezmeron a hydlord. And she called Ninazu a prince. Maybe Billy was just a humble demigod. Or just a lowly dark angel. I wonder who the highest-ranking deity is."
"Ninazu, I assume," whispered Marco.
"Ninazu is just the prince." Addy winked. "Whoever runs this show is the queen."
"Or a king."
"Nah. It's a queen."
Worshippers were filling the pews. People greeted Marco and Addy, patted them on the back, and blessed them. Nobody in the crowd was wearing the black robes. From what Marco could tell, the voidgazers were the priestly class. The commoners wore simple, old-fashioned clothes, similar to historical Puritans. Many of them did, however, wear Planetary Embrace amulets. Marco estimated that about two thousand people attended the service today. Not the entire population of Solace-by-the-Void probably. But a significant chunk of it. The voidgazers had a stranglehold on this world like the tentacles in their symbol.
Marco and Addy found seats near the back. They didn't want to be too conspicuous. The pews were arranged on a slope. The temple seemed more like a performance hall than a place of worship. Shadows cloaked a stage. When everyone was seated, the shadows deepened across the grand hall. The crowd hushed.
An otherworldly glow illuminated the stage. Smoke wafted like ghosts. A huge tentacled alien appeared onstage. At first Marco started, sure that it was another hyd. But it was an animatronic creation. He could see the gears and cables operating it. With the glowing lights and fog, the creature seemed eerily real.
"They've certainly got a flair for the theatrics," Marco whispered to Addy.
"Play Freebird!" she cried. Marco hushed her.
Voidgazers stepped onto balconies above the stage, hoods pulled low to hide their faces. They swung censers, scattering aromatic smoke, and chanted in deep tones. The language was foreign. When Marco squinted, he noticed they held stone tablets engraved with cuneiform.
Sumerian, he realized. Like Einav's book.
The chant grew louder with every verse. The crowd hummed along. Even Addy began to chant, mimicking the Sumerian prayers as best she could.
"What, it's catchy," she whispered when Marco looked at her.
The chant ended. The voidgazers on the balconies lowered their stone tablets. On cue, the animatronic hydrian raised his head and blasted fire from his eyes. Marco felt the heat all the way from the nosebleed section.
"Ooh!" Addy said. "Marco—I mean, Mark—did you see that? It blew fire! Real fire! This is the most amazing rock show I've ever been to."
"Heidi, it's just cheap pyrotechnics."
"I wonder if you could roast hot dogs on it."
When the fire faded, a man stepped onto the stage. He was tall, slender, and clad in black robes. He pulled back his hood, revealing a gaunt face framed with long gray hair. His black eyes glittered like obsidian. He had no eyebrows, no eyelashes, just those two terrible black orbs. The cultist stood with his back to the giant mechanical alien.
Marco gasped. His heart seemed to stop in his chest. His head spun and cold sweat washed him.
It was him. Marco would recognize him anywhere. Even after all these years.
His old history teacher.
* * * * *
Heart pounding, Marco gripped Addy's arm. He leaned toward her ear and whispered urgently, "It's him! Mr. Felton!"
Addy was rifling through her pockets for snacks. "Huh? Who?" She found some chewing gum. Used chewing gum. She winced and shook it off her fingers.
"Mr. Felton!" Marco said. "Eran Felton. My old history teacher."
"Bullshit."
"It's him all right. That hooked nose. Those glittering black eyes. That face like a vulture." Marco winced. "He hated me, Addy. Hated me."
The memories rushed back into Marco. He had been a studious youth, a lover of history. He had been excited for tenth grade history class. Until he met his new teacher. Mr. Felton spent the next three years tormenting, mocking, and flunking Marco. All because Marco's father owned a library. A library which wouldn't stock Felton's book.
The memories kept coming. Marco remembered Felton's book. An odd work of the occult. Something about summoning the old Sumerian gods. Not exactly a good fit for a cozy neighborhood library on a quiet Canadian street. Well, seemed like Felton was living out his occultist fantasies here on Hypnos these days.
"Good morning, congregation!" the gaunt occultist said. His voice was sonorous, deep, oddly comforting. "Thank you all for joining me this early. I know some of you stayed up late last night to celebrate Brother Barnum's birthday. Brother Barnum, are you here with us? Ah, there he is! Happy eightieth, Barnum!"
The crowd cheered. Marco saw people across the temple patting the octogenarian on the shoulders. Barnum grinned toothlessly and lit a cigar.
"Ah, and I see we have some new worshippers today!" said Mr. Felton. The erstwhile teacher turned his black, glittering eyes toward Marco and Addy. "Welcome to Hypnos, friends! Welcome to the Lighthouse in the Void. May this be a home to you. As it is a home to us. My name is Erafel. I'm this temple's High Gazer. And an amateur backgammon player. If you ever feel like a game, swing by my office after services."
Erafel, huh? Marco thought. So he has a new identity. Well, so do I. And he doesn't know who I am. I'm disguised. I'll play along.
Thousands of eyes turned to "Mark and Heidi." The crowd called out greetings. So much for staying in the background.
"Erafel" stared right at Marco. Those dark eyes seemed to bore into him with invisible laser beams. Marco had the sickening feeling that the old bastard could see right through his holographic disguise. He felt like a boy again, helpless in the classroom of his tormentor.
Finally, blessedly, Erafel looked away. Marco breathed in relief.
"Now we shall continue yesterday's reading of the Book of Ninazu," Erafel said.
The old man retrieved a heavy scroll from the shadows and placed it on a pulpit. Marco's eyes widened, and Addy gasped. His hands! Erafel's hands! The fingers were unusually long. They seemed to have an extra joint or two. Each finger was the length of a forearm. They had certainly not looked like that in history class. What the hell had happened to them? As they unrolled the scroll, Erafel's hands seemed like giant bony spiders.
Or hydrians, Marco thought.
The High Gazer read from the scroll. The words were in Sumerian, but Addy found prayer books in the pews, which offered an English translation. Marco surreptitiously tucked one prayer book into his coat. He shared the other with Addy. Though Erafel occasionally paused to give everyone the page number, it was hard to keep up. Eventually Marco simply read the book at his own pace. He would need to study it more carefully back in his room.
Oh God, it feels like class again, he thought.
He almost expected Erafel—or Mr. Felton, as he had been known—to point at him.
"Well, Mr. Emery?" he would say. "You're a librarian's son, aren't you? So why can't you comprehend even a simple textbook? A monkey would understand better than you."
The other children laughed, and Marco flushed and sank into his seat.
Stop it! he told himself. You're no longer a child. He can no longer intimidate you.
He focused on reading the prayer book, trying to glean all the knowledge he could.
Indeed, the English translation identified the squidlike beings as hydrians. And indeed, as Addy had so eloquently put it, the hydrians "had a whole pantheon going on." At the very bottom, from what Marco could determine, were the hyds. In the scrolls, the hyds moved in a great shoal, smiting sinners.
There are billions, Sana had said.
"So Billy was a hyd," he whispered to Addy. "The lowest-ranking hydrian. The foot soldiers."
Before she could answer, Erafel bid the congregation rise to their feet, inviting them to sing in praise of Mezmeron. Marco and Addy rose with everyone, and the entire room chanted in Sumerian. Marco leafed through his booklet for the English translation. He found the right page. The song was titled "A Psalm for Hydlord Mezmeron, the Devourer of Children." The lyrics told of Mezmeron's great exploits in distant galactic wars, his journey to the Milky Way, and his arrival on Hypnos. The congregation vowed to bless Mezmeron with many gifts and sacrifices, and in return he would put in a good word for them with Ninazu, his superior.
"Wait a minute!" Addy whispered. "Is Mezmeron actually on Hypnos?" She stared suspiciously at the animatronic hydrian.
"That's just a robot, Ads," Marco whispered. "And I hope the congregation is just singing a fanciful song."
But something about this was all too real. The hydrian on this stage might just be a robot. But Billy had been very real. These were not just old legends from Sumerian tablets. The monsters were real. And they were here.
* * * * *
Next in the service, the congregation sang another song. This one praised Ninazu, a hydprince. A higher rank of hydrian, apparently. The song foretold his arrival in the Milky Way. His first stop would be at Hypnos, the song claimed. And from this world, he would take a great voyage across all the Milky Way, blessing every world in turn, until finally he would establish a utopian kingdom on Earth.
"So Ninazu is the big kahuna," Marco whispered.
"No way," Addy whispered. "I'm telling you. There's a queen too."
The service went on. Erafel read more from the scroll. They chanted more chants, sang more songs. After about an hour, the congregation rose to sing "A Psalm for Ereshkigal." According to the lyrics, Ereshkigal was a hydqueen. Reigning from the center of the universe, Ereshkigal was the great, mystical ruler of all hydrians.
"I told you there's a queen!" Addy whispered.
"It's nonsense," Marco retorted. "There is no center to the universe. According to physics, it's impossible."
"You just don't want to admit a woman can lead the universe."
"Addy, I don't see why you consider the existence of a murderous, planet-eating squid to be some victory for feminism, but— Ow! Stop punching me."
Erafel looked up from his scroll. "Now—before we conclude our services, I would like to address the elephant in the room. No, no, for the kiddos looking around, there's no real elephant."
Laughter flitted over the crowd. Addy, who had been looking for an elephant, blushed.
"I would like to talk about what happened earlier this week," said Erafel. "About Sana."
The laughter died at once. Marco and Addy leaned forward, tensing.
"Sana was dear to us all," Erafel said. "When her parents died, we adopted her as a community. We gave her the greatest honor. To be the bearer of gifts to Mezmeron. We draped her with fineries. We adorned her with precious metals and the finest gems from our mines. But instead of bearing these gifts to our lord, she stole them. And she fled."
Boos and hisses sounded across the crowd. Addy booed the loudest.
"Boo, boo, kill her!" Addy cried.
"Addy!" Marco whispered between clenched teeth.
"I need to stay in character," she whispered back.
"Last night, I took the journey to speak with the oracles," said Erafel. "They revealed to me that Sana has fallen into the unending darkness. That her soul is now tormented in the bowels of the abyss. None of our prayers can offer her comfort now. She will burn eternally for her sins. But not all is lost! In his infinite mercy, Hydlord Mezmeron has forgiven us. We have until the new moon to collect new jewels. To choose a new bearer of gifts. Mezmeron is benevolent. Mezmeron is merciful. Hail Mezmeron, and hail his father, Hydprince Ninazu!"
"Hail Mezmeron!" the crowed cried. "Hail Ninazu!"
"What about Queen Ereshkigal?" Addy demanded, but nobody other than Marco heard.
With his unusually long fingers, Erafel rolled up the scroll. "This concludes our services for this morning."
Addy stood up. "Finally!"
"Now I invite you all to join me in the northern hall," Erafel said.
Addy slumped back into her seat and whined. "Oh … can we sneak out?"
". . . where we will serve you all a hearty breakfast," Erafel said.
Addy leaped to her feet and began elbowing her way through the crowd. "Out of my way! Hungry Swiss girl coming through!" She dragged Marco behind her. "Hurry up, Mark. We want to beat the line to the buffet."
* * * * *
The north hall was located beyond the nave. Worshippers, monks, and nuns all gathered here for refreshment and socialization. It was an elongated room, the walls gently curved. Since the temple was built to resemble a hydrian, Marco guessed that viewed from above, this hall formed the alien's tubular body. Hydrians didn't look exactly like squids, but they were pretty close. Their tentacles were located at their front ends, extending around the heads like the petals of a demonic flower. Their mantle trailed behind them. Unlike real squids, hydrians also had bones, large brains, teeth, and nasty little claws inside their suction cups.
Marco wondered how large they grew. If Billy had been just a juvenile, could adult hydrians truly grow as large as this temple? Hopefully they couldn't grow as large as the hydrian in the fresco, the one that gripped Earth. Marco imagined (hoped) that was simply the artist's fancy. In any case, he ached to return to Earth, to drag Billy with him, to see what the scientists could figure out. God, he wished the professor were still alive!
While Marco was contemplating those things, Addy was hitting the buffet and hitting it hard.
"Outta my way, make room! Hungry Swiss girl here!" She held two plates, and she was piling both high.
Hypnosian fare was a mix of the familiar and alien. Baskets offered bread rolls, fresh fruit, and garden vegetables. It looked good. Other trays contained local proteins. Fried curly creatures, their eyes still attached, gave off a savory smell. Roasted insects on skewers crunched when one bit into their wings. Marco finally got a close look at those triangular flying creatures. They looked a little like stingrays and were about a foot long. Addy piled several onto her plate.
"What?" she said when Marco stared at her. "They're good. Try some of the local cuisine."
She lifted a segmented creature that looked like a cross between a lobster and armadillo. She held it out to Marco. Its beady black eyes stared at him.
"I'm not hungry," he said.
Addy shrugged, cracked the creature open, and slurped out its meat. "Tastes like hot dogs."
Marco turned green.
Warm laughter sounded behind them. Marco turned to see Erafel. The High Gazer sauntered toward them, holding a plate of food. He had taken only a few fried bugs, which remained uneaten.
"Mark, was it?" Erafel said. "Mark Smith?"
Marco froze in fear. He felt like a schoolboy again. The children all laughed while Mr. Felton pointed at him, mocked him mercilessly, made him stay after class.
Stop! Marco told himself. He can't hurt you. He doesn't even know who you are. You're disguised.
"Yes, I'm Mark," he answered, wishing he had listened to Addy and chosen a less obvious pseudonym.
"I supposed our cuisine might seem strange to newcomers," Erafel said. "But you'll get used to it. The local wildlife is quite delicious."
He lifted a bug from his plate—a plump, green thing with pudgy legs. Erafel popped it into his mouth and swallowed. Marco couldn't help but stare at the man's hands. Each of those fingers was a foot long, featuring multiple knobby joints, allowing them to curl up like snakes. He realized he was staring and quickly looked away.
Erafel laughed again. "Yes, like our food, our mutations might seem unusual to newcomers. Don't worry, young seeker! The new dome protects us from the radiation. And you may walk outside at night as long as you please. But some of us don't mind our mutations. We feel it makes us special. More interesting. Ninazu loves us in all our forms."
Marco wasn't buying this kindly version of Mr. Felton. Not for one instant.
"I personally think it's great," Addy said, speaking with a mouth full of food. "You got a swell world here, Felly."
"Erafel," Marco said, "I wanted to ask you something about today's services."
"Certainly!" the High Gazer said. "You are full of questions, I imagine. The Light in the Void has answers to all the questions in the universe."
Addy gasped. "Really? Why do hot dogs come in packages of ten but buns in packages of eight?"
"Go away!" Marco said to her, then turned back to Erafel. "I wanted to ask about Sana."
"Ah." Erafel's face fell. "Such a tragic tale. The loss of her parents. The loss of her heart. And ultimately the loss of her life."
"You said she was meant to bear gifts to Mezmeron," Marco said. "Does Mezmeron live on Hypnos?"
"He's our local hydlord and protector," said Erafel. "He's an emissary for the great Ninazu, paving the way for our king's arrival. Mezmeron protects Hypnos. He blesses our colony. In return, once a year, we choose a girl to bear him gifts of jewels and precious metals. It's the least we can do to repay him for all our blessings."
"I'd like to meet this Mezmeron," Marco said.
Erafel's eyes widened. He took a step back. But then he barked a laugh. "No, no. Mr. Smith! We cannot approach Mezmeron directly. Even I, the High Gazer himself, would not disturb him. I'm not worthy. Only once a year does he allow a human into his den. We speak to him through the oracles."
Addy returned from another round at the buffet. "You remember the oracles, right, Mark? From my book?"
Marco did, unfortunately. Conjoined twins with (according to Addy) one giant shared brain.
"Would it be possible to speak to the oracles?" Marco asked Erafel.
Erafel's smile became strained. "Mr. Smith, only the highest-ranking gazers speak to them." He draped his bizarrely long fingers across Marco's shoulder. "I understand that you're young and curious. But too many questions can strain a mind."
Marco struggled not to cringe. Erafel's touch sent centipedes of fear scurrying down his spine.
Addy yawned. "That's too bad. We were hoping to make a large donation to the Lighthouse. But we wanted to ask the oracles first. Hey, you got any more of those little purple bugs with the mayonnaise on top?"
Marco and Erafel turned toward her.
"A large donation?" Erafel asked.
"How large?" said Marco dryly.
Addy reached into her skirts. From a hidden pocket, she pulled out the azoth crystal. The one they had retrieved from inside Billy's head. The crystal that should have been in Marco's pack. The gemstone gleamed.
Erafel gasped. Across the room, the crowd stared.
"Where did you find that?" Erafel whispered. He reached out his long fingers toward the gem.
"Uh uh uh." Addy pulled the crystal away. "Look with your eyes, not with your huge hands. We haven't decided whether to donate this yet."
Erafel's eyes glittered almost as brightly as the crystal. "That is pure azoth. A holy stone to the hydrians. Where did you find it?"
Addy raised her chin and looked away. "Not saying."
For just a second, Erafel hissed, bared his teeth, and his eyes blazed with dark fury. His fingers rose like claws. The fingernails were long and sharp. There was the old history teacher again. The man who had rapped Marco so often on the knuckles. But then the High Gazer relaxed. He curled up his fists and resurrected his smile.
"Very well," he said. "I'm sure the oracles would see the value in such a jewel. If you donate this gemstone to our temple, perhaps I can persuade the oracles to grant you an audience."
"No deal," Addy said. "First I see the oracles. Then you get paid. Those are my terms. Take 'em or leave 'em. Oh, and toss in a few of those purple bugs too."
Erafel lowered his head and seemed to be grinding his teeth. He seemed ready to refuse and walk away.
"Perhaps," Marco suggested, "we can give the gemstone to the oracles ourselves. I'm sure a personal gift from newcomers to the faith will please them."
He hoped this might give Erafel an off-ramp, as well as gain them admittance with the oracles. The High Gazer relaxed his fists. He nodded.
"Yes, perhaps that can be arranged," Erafel said, eying the glittering jewel.
"Splendid!" Addy stuffed the gemstone back into her skirts. "Now, about those crunchy little bugs …"
* * * * *
They planned to set out that night. After Nemesis set, sparing the land her cruel beams, they would travel across the wilderness to the mountains. There, they hoped, the oracles would see the two newcomers with their glittering gem. Marco was surprised at how quickly Erafel was willing to show them the way. He supposed payment of a priceless crystal got you booked in early.
That left Marco and Addy with a few hours to kill. After temple services had ended, they had returned to their small apartment. They felt antsy and trapped in there. They wanted to learn more about Sana. Why had she fled? Who exactly was "Billy the Squid," the hyd who had chased her? Neither Marco nor Addy bought Erafel's "bearer of gifts" explanation.
"If you ask me, it was human sacrifice," Addy said. "Oldest tale in the book. Take a young, innocent girl, sacrifice her to the evil god." She grinned wickedly and cracked her knuckles. "Good thing I'm neither young nor innocent."
"Let's ask around," Marco said. "It's a small community. Many people will have known Sana."
They checked their scramblers (still working) and set out again, disguised as Mark and Heidi. They walked the streets. To the world, they looked like a couple taking a relaxing stroll.
Given Sana's youth, they decided to visit Children by Candlelight, the local high school. They asked to speak to the headmaster, ostensibly about enrolling their own child someday. The headmaster, a kindly old man, met them in his office. He had fluffy Einstein hair and three eyes, all peering over half-moon glasses. Another mutation, it seemed. Addy could barely hide her delight.
"Your own child?" the headmaster said. "But you look so young! Especially Heidi." He looked at Addy. "My dear, you look like you only graduated school yourself."
Dammit, Addy! Marco thought. Why didn't you age yourself more with your scrambler? Curse your vanity!
"Actually, I'm in my for—" Addy began.
Marco elbowed her under the desk. "We get that a lot. We're a little older than we look. Especially Heidi, my beloved Swiss fiancée. She looks quite young for her age."
"It's the fresh Appalachian air," Addy explained.
"Alpine air," Marco said.
"Alpine! Yes, of course."
The headmaster seemed hopelessly confused.
"We hope to have children of our own someday," Marco quickly said. "I guess we're a little eager, researching schools already."
The headmaster clasped his hands together and smiled. "Ah, lovely! You'll find that Children of Candlelight offers excellent education to young gazers. We teach modern science, literature, and a love of Ninazu."
"You teach what now?" Addy said. Marco elbowed her again.
"Heidi and I are worshippers of Ninazu, though still new to the faith," Marco said. "We hope someday one of our children can be a bearer of gifts."
The headmaster lost his smile. "You … hope for it?"
"We heard about the girl who fled her duty," Marco said. "Erafel spoke of her at the service. Sana, I believe her name was? A student of yours?"
The headmaster paled. "No. No student of mine. Well, not toward the end. A troubled youth, she was. Very troubled. Difficult home life, you see. A father who abused her. Some said she was lucky when her father died. But when she lost her mother too …"
"Yet she was chosen for a great honor," Marco said.
"Yes, yes, they often are," the headmaster mumbled. He almost seemed to be speaking to himself. "The orphans, you see. They're often chosen. Normally a girl's parents would raise a fuss. I never met parents who wanted their child to become a gift bearer." His three eyes moved between Marco and Addy. "You truly are devout. Perhaps when you have a child, your feelings will change."
Addy gave Marco a long, satisfied look. He could read her thoughts. See? Human sacrifice.
Marco looked back at the headmaster. "The gift bearers don't come home, do they?"
The headmaster rose to his feet. "I'm afraid I have duties to attend to. Thank you for your interest in Children by Candlelight. When you're ready to enroll your child, you can pick up forms at the front desk."
"But—" Addy began.
"Good day," said the headmaster.
"But—" Addy said.
The headmaster raised his chin. "I said good day, ma'am!"
As they left the school, Addy looked at Marco and shook her head. "Geez, could you be any more obvious?"
"You're the one who started to say you're in your forties!"
"I am! I'm a very youthful, extremely beautiful forty-one. I'm not going to deny it."
"You're Heidi Hume! Heidi Hume looks barely twenty-one."
"Awww." Addy hugged him. "Thank you. Now let's find a restaurant. I'm starving."
"You just had an enormous breakfast."
"That was three hours ago."
Marco shook his head in wonder. "You eat your own weight in food every day, I swear."
She gasped. "I do not eat a hundred and seventy-eight pounds of food a da— I mean, a hundred and fifteen pounds a day!" She glared at Marco. "Shut up."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were going to. So shut up. I'm all muscle."
Marco raised an eyebrow. "Didn't realize you could get so much muscle in your a—"
"Shut it!"
* * * * *
They kept exploring the colony. On the surface, it was an ideal community. But whenever Marco asked anyone about Sana, they turned away, mumbled that they were busy, and hurried off. And soon enough, Marco noticed a tail. Voidgazers were always behind them, watching from the shadows of their hoods.
In the afternoon, hoping to escape the crowds, Marco and Addy entered a dome on the southern end of the colony. The dome contained a park, an artificial stream, and walking trails. The park wasn't very large, but it was a welcome oasis of greenery. In here, it almost felt like being home on Earth. Colonists ambled about, enjoyed picnics, and played hypnoball (a version of badminton played with a feathered alien who didn't seem to mind the racket whacks).
This wasn't just a place for leisure but memory too. The dome also contained the colony's cemetery.
Marco thought back to his younger days. He had grown up in Toronto, the son of a librarian. He had spent most of his time in the library, hiding away among the bookshelves. There was something marvelous to him about simply standing among thousands of books, knowing each volume contained a world. Despite his love of home and all its creature comforts, Marco had always loved the outdoors too. As a youth, growing up in a city of concrete, steel, and glass, his access to nature had been limited. The family library was located next to Mount Pleasant Cemetery, one of Canada's largest. It spread across two hundred acres, offering miles of walking paths among trees and gardens. In lieu of a forest or field, Marco would spend hours walking through the cemetery, contemplating literature and life. The tombstones and mausoleums never bothered him. It was a place of death but also a place of peace. To him, the cemetery became an oasis of beauty.
In a sense, it was the same feeling he got in the library. The graves around him were like books, each containing a story, a world. Like his beloved books, some of those tombstones were centuries old. Often Marco would read the epitaphs and wonder about the people who lay below. Since then, he had found old cemeteries fascinating. Einav had shown him cemeteries in Jerusalem where some graves were thousands of years old, and Marco had imagined the lives of those buried below the ancient stones.
As Addy joined a Hypnosian family at their picnic (much to their bewilderment), Marco strayed into the colony's cemetery. No graves here were millennia old like in Jerusalem. Not even centuries old like in Toronto. But Marco was surprised to find some that were twenty years old. That was just around the time humanity had discovered the Wormhole Road. Was Hypnos really that old?
Without Earth's knowledge, they came here, Marco thought. From the very beginning.
He looked at some of the epitaphs. Most of the dead were surprisingly young. They had died as children or young adults. Nobody was past the age of forty. Some had the cause of death engraved into the stone. Gave His Life to the Light of Nemesis. Death by radiation? Life must have been tough here before the dome.
In the center of the cemetery, Marco saw a towering memorial stone. It was shaped like a tentacle, erect and wavy, rising ten feet tall. Suction cups were carved into the tentacle, and inside each ring, etched in silver, appeared a name, a birth year, and a year of death. Marco examined them and made some shocking realization. All the names were female. One death had occurred every year, starting in 2146 and continuing until 2166, the current year. Every girl had been young. Between twelve to sixteen. Higher up the stone tentacle, the suction cups were still empty, waiting for names to be added.
A plaque appeared below the stone tentacle. Words were engraved into the bronze.
They brought him precious metals
Gemstones that glittered
And purity of youth
They were gift bearers
And dwell forever in glittering halls
Bless the brides of Mezmeron!
Forever we will remember
Our lost girls
Addy came to stand beside him, silent and somber. She slipped her hand into his. Marco turned to look at her.
"You were right, Addy. They chose the unwanted girls. The lost girls. Orphans. Those without parents to protect them. Girls who lost their parents to radiation, burns, cancer. They load them up with jewels. Like Sana when we saw her. And send them to the beast. Sana tried to escape. But she didn't get far."
"I was a lost girl," Addy said softly. "I was an orphan. I was unwanted. You took me in, Marco. You gave me a home in your library. If I were born here, they'd have fed me to the monster." Her eyes hardened. Her hand tightened around Marco's painfully. "We'll put an end to this. This colony. This cult. These hydrians. For Sana. For all the other lost girls. I swear it. We will avenge them."




CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Lights and Innocence
They set out that night to meet the Oracles of Hypnos.
Nemesis had set beyond the horizon, relieving the land from her punishing rays. Inside the protective domes of Solace-by-the-Void, people settled into bed. Outside in the wilderness, Hypnos awoke. Vines crawled out from cracks like serpents from baskets, opening bioluminescent blooms. Insect-like aliens flew to the pretty lights, pollinating some plants, ending in the snapping jaws of others. Flying triangles and circles glided through the starless sky—living kites that fought, mated, and hunted. Reptilian creatures, some growing as large as crocodiles, emerged from burrows to lick boulders, drawing the energy of Nemesis into their powerful bodies.
Twelve people took the expedition to the mountains. Erafel led them. Nine voidgazers joined him, hidden within their shadowy robes. Marco and Addy completed the group. The voidgazers forbade technology in the wilderness outside the domes. As a result, they could not travel by shuttle or truck. They claimed machines defiled the sanctity of Hypnos. Marco suspected it had more to do with the radiation simply frying electronics. Not a comforting thought. If this land could fry an engine, Marco didn't like to imagine it piercing his body. Thankfully it was night, but how much radiation lingered, clinging to the rocks like a disease?
At least there was no need to walk. They rode native animals called sturs. The beasts had lumpy shells that looked like stone, and indeed, during the day, they appeared to the world like boulders. But at night, they rose on six clawed legs, and their craggy heads emerged. They had no eyes but sprouted many feelers, and their nostrils were large enough to stick your fist into. Each stur was about the size of a small car. They scuttled across the pebbly ground, carrying the humans.
Marco and Addy shared one stur. It was a cumbersome, chunky animal, which Addy named Lumpy. It stank to high heavens, if you asked Marco. But Addy fell in love with the beast at once. As they rode, she kept leaning down to kiss the animal's shell.
"Heidi, stop, you'll get salmonella," Marco said.
"Aww, Lumpy isn't dirty. He's adorable. Go on, kiss him! It's like kissing a turtle."
"Why would I want to kiss a turtle?"
"Doesn't everyone?"
As they rode onward, Marco gazed up at the night sky. It was still strange seeing no stars. It was a clear night. But the sky was completely dark. Not a single star shone, and even Andromeda, a galaxy visible to the naked eye, was beyond the horizon. Marco imagined that he was hanging upside down, gazing into a pit. And in his imagination, he saw the hydrians, a shoal of billions, traveling between the galaxies in their carapace ships, the crystals in their minds warping space and time.
For big, rocky animals, the sturs moved surprisingly fast. Within two hours, they reached the mountains. One peak rose high above the others. Marco was surprised that he could see the mountains in the darkness. They appeared vaguely crimson and rimmed with silver light. Erafel explained that bioluminescent mold and mushrooms grew on them.
"The tallest mountain we call Ur Eshuna," the High Gazer added. "The oracles live on its crest. It's a holy mountain." Awe filled his voice. "The realm of the gods and their seers."
Marco hid a sneer. He remembered Mr. Felton speaking with the same awe in the classroom, extolling the virtue of the Sumerian gods. Back then, everyone had thought him merely eccentric. Not Marco. He had always seen the man for what he was—a sick son of a bitch. Felton had worshipped the hydrians even back then. Even before he had mutated and become a cult leader. Marco was tempted to drop the act, to reveal himself, to challenge this so-called "Erafel."
"You're no priest!" he wanted to say. "You're just a washed-out history teacher. Your real name is Eran Felton. And you're a fraud."
But he dared not drop the act. Not so close to learning more. He remained Mark Smith, a curious seeker of the gods.
The sturs scuttled up the mountainside like crabs, their powerful claws gripping the stone. For an hour, the critters climbed, carrying the humans. The air thinned as they ascended. Hypnos didn't have enough oxygen even at sea level. At least not for human lungs. And up here on the mountains, there was even less. Marco and Addy were breathing heavily. Thankfully, they had spent years on other planets, some with harsher conditions, and their lungs were strong. It was unpleasant, but they handled the mountain. If the voidgazers suffered from the thin air, they gave no sign of it.
When they were near the mountaintop, Erafel raised his hands, and his strangely elongated fingers unfurled. He let out a low, rumbling, crackling sound, and the sturs froze. The aliens pressed their bellies against the ground, took deep breaths, and pulled their legs and heads into their shells. Once more they appeared as mere boulders.
"We walk from here," said Erafel.
"Walking?" Addy whined, voice too low for anyone but Marco to hear. "These freaks better be worth it."
"We approach the holy realm of the oracles," said Erafel. "We will not profane it with the claws and droppings of sturs. Remove your shoes, for you tread upon sacred ground."
Addy leaned closer to Marco and whispered, "Once he smells your feet, he might change his mind."
"Is everything a joke with you?" he whispered back.
The voidgazers removed their boots. Addy began to remove her clogs, and Marco's heart froze.
"No!" he wanted to cry out. "Wait!"
Their scrambler jewels coated them with a holographic illusion, changing their eye color, hair color, facial features, even their clothes. Once Addy removed her clogs, the illusion would vanish. They could become Addy's worn-out sneakers again. Their disguise would be blown. Yet when she removed the clogs, they remained clogs. Amazing. Addy had actually worn real wooden shoes this whole time, not an illusion.
Marco exhaled in relief. Barefoot, the voidgazers walked up the mountainside, Erafel leading the way.
"Why did you wear real clogs?" Marco whispered to Addy as they climbed the mountainside.
"Wooden shoe like to know," she replied.
Marco groaned. "You're meant to be Swiss, not Dutch."
"Swiss people wear clogs too."
"Clogs with little drawings of windmills and tulips on them?"
"They can!"
Sister Morgana glanced toward them, red eyes narrowing. Marco and Addy quickly fell silent. Had the towering nun heard them? They walked silently from then on.
After climbing for about half an hour, everyone was winded and sweaty, even the voidgazers. But they were near the peak. Stairs were carved into the basalt slope, leading toward the mountaintop. Two towering sphinxes guarded the stairs, their bodies silvered, their wings gilded, their eyes inlaid with sapphires. The guardians gazed down imperiously upon the procession of humble humans.
"From here, you may proceed alone," Erafel said. "The oracles will answer your questions. Or you may return with more questions than ever before."
Marco gazed up at the sphinxes. He imagined them shooting laser beams from their eyes, searing the unworthy. But when he and Addy walked between them, the sphinxes did not move, speak, or shoot any lasers. Just statues. Marco and Addy kept climbing the staircase, leaving the sphinxes behind.
When they reached the crest of Ur Eshuna, they found that it was shaped like a bowl, filled with basalt. This was a volcano. Or had been long ago. Scattered fires crackled, reaching from cracks in the stone like flaming serpents trying to escape an underground prison. There, in the center of the dome, they sat in the darkness, contemplating the starless sky. Urim and Tummim. The Oracles of Hypnos.
Addy's book had portrayed the oracles as young, beautiful women. But Marco saw wrinkled crones. Their age surprised him. Hypnos had only been founded twenty years ago. Around when the Wormhole Road was discovered, enabling passage here. According to Addy's book, the oracles had been born here. The radiation had affected them in the womb, conjoining them. Yet the women he saw looked ninety. Was this colony older than he had thought?
The book had gotten one thing right though. The oracles were conjoined twins. They sat on a boulder, embracing each other. Each twin had her own body. They were joined by the heads. Urim was gazing up at the sky. Tummim only had half a face. The other half, as it were, was buried in her sister's head. It was, however, hard to tell where one head ended and the other began. Above the ears, their skulls joined into a single large cranium. Marco would have loved to see an X-ray. Did they have two separate brains inside their huge skull? Or, as Addy claimed, did they share one enormous brain?
As Marco and Addy approached, Urim seemed not to notice them. She still gazed up at the void. But Tummim turned her one eye toward the married couple. That one eye shone with intense curiosity and fierce intelligence.
Both twins spoke in union. "Welcome, Marco Emery. Welcome, Addy Linden. We foresaw your coming."
Marco started. He and Addy were still wearing the scramblers. They still looked like Mark and Heidi. How did the twins know? He glanced behind him, worried that the voidgazers had heard. But the occultists were still below the staircase and behind the sphinxes, hopefully out of earshot.
He looked back at the twins. "How—?"
"We see much that is hidden," the oracles replied, speaking together. "Things that are. Things that were. Some things that might or might not be."
The twins suddenly froze. Still gazing at the stars, Urim started and began speaking rapidly. "The child is slipping away. He loves her. He will not betray her. The paths are crumbling, crumbling, crumbling, I cannot see . . ."
Tummim kept her one eye fixed on Marco. "Your soul must choose the right path, for hope requires sacrifice, and salvation requires betrayal. Will you hurt the one you love most for a child you will not meet?"
Marco glanced at Addy, then back at the twins. "I don't understand."
The oracles fingered their necklaces. Crystals clanked. Azoth crystals, Marco saw. Crystals that could bend time and space. Both twins stared at him now, their eyes reflecting the lavender gems.
"You have come to ask about the hydrians," the twins said. "That path is laid out across the darkness, inked in black. You cannot stop their coming. You cannot stop the destruction they bring."
"So the prophecy is real?" Addy blurted out. "The hydrians will really attack Earth?"
"They will destroy Earth!" the oracles said. "For humans are weak. Humans are tribal. Humans are scared and cruel. Humans break apart when united they could stand strong. We see what is coming. The tentacled hordes. We see the great Ninazu. He is coming. His tentacles will embrace the world. Come closer, children. And see!"
The oracles reached out their hands, beckoning with their fingers.
Marco and Addy glanced at each other, then approached.
The oracles lunged, grabbed their wrists, and their eyes widened. "See!"
Marco gasped. The mountaintop vanished. He stood in his home. In Toronto. But the skyscrapers were crumbling down, and corpses rose in mountains. Above foundations of rusty steel, they swarmed and squirmed across the sky—great hydrians the size of warships, a living storm. And the world burned.
He let out a yell and pulled himself free. Addy did the same. They panted and trembled.
"Is there no way to stop it?" Marco cried. "Is there no way to prevent this future?"
The oracles stared at him. Then looked at Addy. Then back at him.
"You were never meant to marry this one," the oracles said.
Addy bristled. "Excuse me?"
Marco took a step back. "What are you talking about?"
"There will be a child," the oracles whispered. "Or perhaps there will not be a child. She is fading fast. She is hopping and flickering across the endless fractals of possibility. Once she stood tall, slaying the gods, delivering humanity to redemption. But now her names keep changing. Now her faces shift and reform like these crude holograms you use to disguise yourselves. She is your descendant, Marco Emery. She bears your name, your blood. But not the blood of the one you stand with."
"Stop speaking in riddles!" Marco cried. "Tell me what you mean. What child? My children? Terri, Roza, Sam? What are they meant to do?"
"Your line fades away into cosmic dust. The future changes. The fractals form and reform and shatter and grow again. You had a woman before this one. A mate to bear you heroes."
Addy placed her hands on her hips and scoffed. "What the hell?"
Marco frowned. "What are you talking about? My ex-wife? Tomiko? We never had kids. We divorced before—"
"No, Marco," said the oracles. "Think back. Think farther back … See her …"
Urim reached out and touched him, and a vision materialized. A teen girl. Dark skin. Curly black hair. A bright, loving smile. Then she scattered into ashes and fluttered away into the void.
Marco's heart thudded. "How—? Where did you get that image? That—"
"It was Kemi," Addy whispered. "Your girlfriend in high school. I remember her."
"She was your first love, Marco," said Urim, smiling crookedly.
"It is often the first love that is most meaningful," said Tummim.
"She should have borne your child," said Urim.
"But she is far … so far … almost beyond our sight …," whispered Tummim.
"Now the descendant is fading away," whispered Urim, gazing into the void. "Is there still hope for humanity? Her name … her name is Rowan Emery. . ."
The oracles slumped. Once more, they embraced each other. They closed their eyes, and their lips mumbled silently.
"What do you mean?" Marco cried. "I was meant to have a child with Kemi? What? How is any of this related to the hydrians? Tell me more about the hydrians!"
But the oracles said no more. They seemed not to have heard him.
"You two are frauds!" Addy shouted. "Wake up and talk to us!"
Addy lunged and tried to grab them. But their azoth necklaces flared. A force field materialized around the conjoined twins, knocking Addy back. She fell down hard. Marco helped her up.
"Kemi is dead!" Marco cried. "She died! She gave her life for us! Don't . . . don't I deserve happiness?" Tears burned in his eyes. "I love Addy! Why do you bring up my past like this?"
The oracles opened their eyes. Stars swirled inside them. They stared at Marco.
"Kemi is alive …," the oracles whispered.
Then the conjoined twins rose to their feet. Walking together like a crab, they moved across the mountaintop. They vanished into a cave and drowned in darkness. Marco and Addy remained standing among the scattered fires. Long after the oracles were gone, those words echoed in Marco's mind.
Kemi is alive …
* * * * *
As they walked down the mountainside stairs, Marco's mind reeled.
"I tell ya, Ads," he said, "I expected something less … personal. More about when and how the hydrians will attack Earth. Less about my high school dating life."
He cracked an uneasy smile, hoping Addy would smile back. But her face remained expressionless. Marco held her hand, but it felt like holding a limp fish. As she descended the stairs with him, Addy stared ahead blankly, ignoring him.
"Ads?" He gave her hand a squeeze. "You all right?"
"Heidi," she answered, not meeting his gaze. "I'm Heidi."
Marco pursed his lips. This couldn't be easy for her. The oracles—her beloved freaks!—had just announced that Marco should have married somebody else.
Never meet your heroes, he thought.
"Heidi." He looked at her, but she still wouldn't make eye contact. "I love you, you know that, right?"
"Mhm."
He wanted to say more, but they were passing between the sphinxes now. Erafel and his fellow voidgazers were waiting for them. The gaunt High Gazer approached them, his face shadowed within his hood.
"Did you find the answers you seek?"
"As you suspected, Erafel," Marco said. "Only more questions."
Erafel nodded. "It's often so with the oracles."
Wordlessly, Addy held out the large azoth crystal. Her face was like a marble statue. Erafel's eyes glittered, and a tongue slipped from his mouth like a serpent and licked his lips. With his spiderlike fingers, he grabbed the crystal from Addy and tucked it into his robes.
"I thank you for this kind donation to the Light in the Void," the High Gazer said. "May Ninazu bless you."
Erafel continued speaking. Something about how Addy's donation would build an extension to the Lighthouse temple. But Marco barely heard him. The oracles' words echoed in his mind.
Kemi is alive …
No. Impossible. Marco had seen her die. They had fought together against the marauders. The alien arachnids had attacked and ravaged Earth. Kemi had given her life to defeat them. She had died in his arms!
Marco had never forgotten Kemi, his first love. He still grieved. But he had moved on. He had married Addy. He loved Addy with all his heart, with a love deeper, fuller, infinitely more powerful than any love from his youth. What game were these oracles playing? What was this nonsense about Kemi needing to "bear his child?"
Riddles! Just riddles and mind games and more questions.
Marco hated digging up the past. Those days returned to him. Days of youth, uncertainty, and war. Days of loss and grief. He was happy now. He had a wife he loved. Children he adored. Had the oracles merely sought to taunt him?
"Dawn is only an hour away, my friends," said Erafel. "We must hurry to return to Solace-by-the-Void. We don't want to spend too much time under the light of Nemesis."
Marco frowned. "What? I thought nighttime here lasts for twelve hours. We left Solace-by-the-Void at nightfall, and it took us two or three hours to get here. I only talked to the oracles for a short while. We can get home before dawn."
"Time flows strangely atop the mountain of the oracles," said Erafel. "You were speaking to the oracles for five hours."
"Five hours!" Marco blurted out. "It … it felt like five minutes."
The azoth crystals, he realized. The ones the oracles wore around their necks. They had lit up. They had been bending time, allowing the oracles to view the future. So that was why they appeared old! The colony was perhaps only twenty. But due to time dilation, the oracles might have been upon that mountain for a century.
He looked at Addy and nudged her. "Hey, Heidi. Five hours without food. You must be starving for a hot dog, huh?"
Normally she would have laughed and bantered. But now she said nothing.
Marco sighed. Thanks, oracles. Really appreciate it.
"All right, let's hurry back home," Marco said. "Erafel, can we make it back to the domes before dawn?"
"We might have to spend the last hour in the light," Erafel said. "We have spare robes and hoods you may wear. Don't fret! Properly covered, an hour won't harm you. Those who have suffered severe mutations have spent weeks, months, even years in the light. An hour outdoors will give you less dosage than a common chest X-ray."
Marco was not entirely convinced. But he had no choice. All they could do now was hurry.
"Why do you wear black robes?" he asked the voidgazer. "Wouldn't white robes be better in the sun? Black absorbs more radiation. White robes would reflect some back."
Erafel gave him a strange look.
"Forgive him," Addy said. "He's a nerd."
Marco shrugged. "It's basic science."
"You're a basic dork," Addy said. "Black robes look cooler. Simple as that."
Erafel smiled, but it was a skeletal smile, gruesome and ravenous. "Our robes are woven from advanced fabrics designed to protect us from radiation. They shield us from the wrath of Nemesis. The color is irrelevant. We have some extra robes. Should the sun rise before we reach the domes, you may don them."
They rode the sturs down the mountainside. The realm of the gods, Erafel had called this place. Marco had seen no gods, but the experience had disturbed him. He was glad when they finally reached the plains. As the sturs scuttled across the land, the mountains became smaller in the night, their glow fading, until Marco could barely see them at all.
They raced across the rocky plains. As usual, Marco and Addy rode Lumpy the stur. Marco was extra nice to his wife, not teasing her, holding her hand, sometimes kissing her cheek. She remained aloof. He might as well be riding with a statue. He wanted to shower her with love, to tell her how much she meant, but didn't know how to express these feelings. He was a writer. He could put words to paper (at least according to his fans, if not his critics). But when it came to expressing his feelings for Addy, the words jumbled in his mouth, and he could only manage a trite, "I love you."
"I love you too," she replied, but her tone was as flat as the landscape. Her words said "I love you" but her tone said "I will murder you in your sleep."
An hour later, dawn was rising. And they had not yet reached Solace-by-the-Void.
They could see the colony's domes glinting in the distance. Still a good half hour away as the stur scuttled. They weren't going to make it. Searing white light kindled the horizon. The sky shone a hot shimmering blue. Then, with alarming speed, Nemesis herself rose over the hills, white and furious, whipping the land with her beams. Marco winced. Addy put on sunglasses.
"Erafel!" Marco said. "How about those spare hoods you said you had?"
The High Gazer nodded, his hood pulled low. "Certainly." He turned toward one of his younger acolytes, a woman who rode on a nearby stur. "Sister Diona, the spare hoods and robes?"
The young voidgazer nodded. She was a slight woman, probably no older than twenty. Her huge gray eyes peered from a gaunt, anemic face. Diona reminded Marco of a Munch painting come to life.
"Right away, master," Sister Diona said, her voice soft and meek. The acolyte rummaged through her pack.
Riding Lumpy, Marco and Addy waited patiently. The temperature rose. The sunbeams lashed them.
"Don't worry," Marco said to Addy. "We'll be fine."
Finally she spoke. "Yep. We wanna keep you healthy for Kemi."
Marco sighed. "Seriously? Are we going to do this now?"
"I'm not doing anything." Addy crossed her arms. "Apparently I'm not worth anything either."
"Can we talk about this later?"
Addy shrugged. "Nothing to talk about. Evidently I'm a huge disappointment and my children were never meant to be. No worries."
Marco leaned closer to her. "I really don't think we should do this now!" He kept his voice low, and he rode their stur aside, but he still worried the voidgazers would hear.
"Why not?" she snapped.
"This isn't the time!"
"It's never the time with you," Addy said.
"We're on a distant planet awash with mutating radiation and swarming with human-sacrificing occultists. If there was ever a bad time, it's now!"
Addy snorted. "Oh, that's always your excuse! You're busy writing. You're tired. You're on a distant planet awash with mutating radiation and swarming with human-sacrificing occultists. Always something! You never want to talk." She put her hands on her hips. "Are you sorry you married me?"
"What? No! I love you."
"Yes, because I was around. I was there. A last resort. A consolation prize. Now Kemi, your true love, is alive, and apparently you need to be with her again."
Marco raised his hands in consternation. "What?" He barked a laugh. "You're exaggerating." He glanced around. "Where are those cloaks already?"
Diona had finally retrieved them. The acolyte came riding her stur toward Marco and Addy, holding the garments.
"Don't think you can hide from me inside that cloak," Addy said.
"I'm not hiding from you. I—" Marco frowned, staring at her. "I—"
Holographic pixels were flickering across Addy. Her scrambler jewels were sparking. One moment he was looking at Heidi's face. The next at Addy. The real Addy.
"Your scramblers," he whispered.
Addy looked down at her body. Her Swiss skirt and apron, part of the illusion, were fading away, revealing her real clothes—cargo pants and a T-shirt.
"The radiation!" she whispered, eyes wide. "It's frying the scrambler jewels." She looked up at Marco. "Your face!"
Marco looked at his body. His own hologram was fading, revealing the scramble jewels he wore on his wrists and around his neck. He saw himself reflected in Addy's sunglasses. The visage of Mark Smith was fading, revealing Marco Emery.
Sister Diona gaped at them. The acolyte dropped the robes she held and covered her mouth.
Under the glaring light, the scramblers finally gave up the ghost. The last holographic pixels faded. Marco and Addy stood on their stur, facing the voidgazers, exposed.
* * * * *
For a moment, everyone just stood in stunned silence. Addy and Marco on one side. The voidgazers on the other.
Finally, cringing, Addy attempted a smile. "Um … surprise?"
The occultists stared at them. Erafel's lips peeled back, revealing sharp teeth. He flexed his long clawed fingers.
"You," the High Gazer hissed. "It is as I suspected. Holographic scramblers. Mere trinkets. And now Nemesis has stripped you of your lies." He stared at Marco. "I remember you well, Marco Emery. You were a sniveling brat back at school. And you're no better now." He turned toward Addy. "And if it isn't the girl from the remedial class. Addy Linden. I remember you too. Smoking behind the school, failing your classes. I never thought you'd amount to anything. And I was right."
"Hey!" Addy said. "I didn't fail my classes. I was a solid C student, for your information, mister. Well, I did flunk English, but I married an author, so up yours. Oh, and I got an A in shop. And an A in gym! It would have been an A+, but I had to help Marco with his push-ups, and—"
"You knew?" Marco said to Erafel, cutting off his wife. "You knew it was us all along?"
Erafel snorted. "Do you think me a fool? You escaped the voidgazers I sent to your house. Then two strangers arrive on our world, always whispering, always conniving, always bickering."
Marco shot Addy a look that said: See, it's your fault!
She gasped, indignant. Me? It's you!
"No, I did not know," Erafel continued. "But I suspected. So I watched. I listened. And now Nemesis has shown me the truth."
"Well, good for you, Mr. Smarty-pants," Addy said. "I guess we're not the best spies in the world. Or the best students. Or the best-smelling."
"Hey, I smell fine!" Marco said.
Addy continued as if she hadn't heard him. "But you know what we're really, really good at? Kicking ass. And your wrinkly ass, Erafel, is about to get the kicking of its life."
The voidgazers all reached into their robes. They drew rods tipped with long, curving, metallic prongs. On closer inspection, Marco realized the prongs were shaped like tentacles. The voidgazers tapped buttons on the rods, and electricity crackled between the metal tentacles.
"What the hell is that weapon?" Marco muttered. "Some kinda Taser?"
Addy gasped. "It's a shocktopus!"
Marco frowned. "What?"
"It's shaped like an octopus and it can shock you. Shocktopus!"
"Addy, that's a silly name."
"Cracklin' Kraken?"
Marco sighed. "Shocktopus it is."
Brandishing their shocktopi (Marco sighed again), the occultists rode their sturs closer. Marco and Addy stood on Lumpy, not knowing how to control the huge, shelled animal.
Marco leaned toward Addy. "The flute!" he whispered.
"What?"
"The flute, Addy! Get your flute!"
"Now is not the time for music, Marco."
The voidgazers were getting closer. The crackling rods lit their faces with demonic light.
"Goddammit, Addy, your flute that shoots bullets!" he whispered urgently.
"Ohhhh … right. I left it in the apartment."
"You what?" Marco's eyes nearly bugged out. "What was the point of bringing a secret spy weapon disguised as a flute if you leave it behind?"
She glared at him. "I'm sorry, Marco, but I wasn't expecting you to blow our cover!"
"I blew our cover? Addy, you're the one who wore Dutch clogs with a Swiss outfit!"
The voidgazers reached them. They swung their crackling shocktopi.
"I told you!" Addy shouted, ducked below a swinging shocktopus, and kicked a voidgazer hard in the chest. "Swiss people—" Another voidgazer lunged, and Addy punched him in the face, knocking him off his stur. "—also wear clogs!"
Marco was busy with his own voidgazers. He had to admit it. Despite years of military service, he wasn't much of a hand-to-hand fighter. In the army, he had relied on big, heavy guns to kill his enemies, preferably from a great distance away. He had sparred a few times with Einav, a Krav Maga enthusiast. And of course, Addy had been jumping onto him, wrestling with him (whether he liked it or not), and pinching him since they'd been kids. That training, for whatever it was worth, would have to do now. Marco suspected it wasn't worth much. Without a gun, he felt helpless.
Three voidgazers advanced toward him. One was Diona, the pasty, big-eyed acolyte who had carried the extra robes. The other was Sister Morgana, towering head and shoulders above everyone else. The third voidgazer was a burly man with an enormous bushy beard. That beard truly was something. It looked like a goddamn cowcatcher. What was the man's name again? Ah yes, Marco remembered now. Brother Bishop. A real bastard. Marco had seen him kick a dog back in the dome.
All three occultists carried crackling shocktopi. They stepped closer to him. Marco did not like these odds. He was an accomplished soldier. But fighting three enemies at once was a tall order for anyone.
They came at him together, each riding a stur. Murder in their eyes, the voidgazers thrust their shocktopi like knights thrusting lances from horseback. The tips crackled menacingly. To dodge the assault, Marco must leap off his own stur. He landed on the rocky ground.
Heart pounding, he took a few steps back. "Come at me!" he cried.
The three voidgazers rode toward him. Good. He was pulling them farther from Addy, who still rode Lumpy.
Sister Diona, Sister Morgana, and Brother Bishop followed Marco across the rocky plain. Their sturs clattered across the hard ground. The blind animals snorted, their barbels fluttering over the ground, their nostrils inhaling the scents all around.
Marco lifted a handful of pebbles and hurled them at one stur. The stones entered the animal's huge nostrils, and the stur squealed and reared. Diona, who was riding the shelled beast, tilted backward, arms windmilling, then slipped from her mount. The pallid acolyte slammed onto the ground.
Sister Morgana and Brother Bishop lunged in attack. Their shocktopi crackled through the air. Marco ran.
"Covard!" Morgana cried. More voidgazers came riding up behind the towering nun.
Marco raced around the stur he had stoned. The animal was snorting and coughing, trying to dislodge the pebbles from his nostrils. Marco felt a moment of guilt for the suffering stur.
"Sorry, buddy," he said.
Sister Diona still lay on the ground, moaning. Her hood had fallen off, revealing her young, slender face. Her gray eyes were wide with fear. Poor little thing. The acolyte looked no older than Marco's daughter. Nonetheless, he stepped on her wrist. Hard. Sister Diona screamed and released her crackling shocktopus. Marco grabbed the weapon.
"Sorry, sister," he said.
Not a second later, Brother Bishop reached him. The brute leaned down from his stur, swinging his shocktopus.
Marco parried with his own shocktopus. The rods clanged together, showering sparks.
Marco kicked. He hit the big guy in the kneecap. The brute howled.
At once, Marco swung his shocktopus, clubbing Brother Bishop across the cheek. The rod's metal tip blazed with sparks. That glorious beard caught fire. Bishop fell off his stur, screaming, the fire spreading across his bushy mane.
"Sorry, brother," Marco muttered.
Not really.
Marco didn't have time to savor his victory. Before the burning man even hit the ground, Sister Morgana was attacking.
Marco recoiled. Goddamn, the woman was huge! Facing the giantess, Marco felt like a little boy. The vampiric nun grinned at him, revealing her shark teeth. Her red eyes lit up with bloodlust. She swung down her shocktopus.
Marco raised his own shocktopus and parried. Agony raced down his arm. Morgana was not only tall. She was strong. She swung her tentacled rod down again. Again. Again. Marco kept parrying. He could barely hold off the assault. Each blow sent agony through his arm. He was like a child, helpless.
Morgana laughed. Her eyes burned with fury like red stars. Her teeth shone, sharp and ready to draw his blood. Each time their shocktopi slammed together, sparks flew. Marco fell back step after step. He was outmatched. Morgana barely seemed human, more like an undead mistress, fighting with a strength from beyond the grave. To make things worse, more voidgazers were heading their way. Soon they would join Morgana's assault on Marco.
Marco took more steps back, parrying as he retreated. Finally he reached one of the sturs. He leaped back, hopped sideways, thrust his shocktopus, and slammed the tip against the stur's backside.
The animal let out a deafening yowl. It bolted forward. The shelled beast slammed into Sister Morgana like a bulldozer.
The tall nun flipped over the shell, screamed, and slammed down hard at Marco's feet.
At once, Marco brought his shocktopus down into her chest. Electricity crackled. Morgana convulsed and lay still.
Marco panted, staring down at the fallen giantess. She seemed unconscious, not dead. The shocktopi were designed to stun, not kill. Briefly Marco considered bashing her head in with a rock. But he had no stomach for killing humans. At least not as they lay defeated in the dirt. Not even Sister Morgana. And Addy needed him.
Marco ran toward his wife. Addy stood on Lumpy's shell, swinging her shocktopus in a circle. She howled as she fought, eyes alight, spraying sparks with every swing. There she was. The Queen of Fire. The same Addy who had led armies in war. Heidi Hume was gone, and only the fury of Addy Linden remained. With that burning rage, she was holding back a crowd of voidgazers.
Erafel stood among her attackers. Addy landed a blow on his shoulder. The cult leader grunted and thrust his shocktopus. He hit Addy's thigh.
Sparks exploded. Addy yowled. She fell to her knees on Lumpy's shell.
Marco let out a howl just as loud. He threw himself into the crowd of voidgazers, roaring, thrusting his shocktopus every which way. He hit one gazer, then another, shocking them, knocking them onto the ground.
A shocktopus hit him.
Marco roared. Electricity jolted through him. The pain was terrifying. He could not breathe. Could barely see. But still he fought, thrusting his shocktopus, kicking, punching. They had hurt Addy. They had hurt the woman he loved more than anything. More than his life. He would kill them all. He knocked down another voidgazer. And another. He fought with blind rage now.
A shocktopus hit him in the back.
Marco cried out and stumbled forward.
Another electric rod hit his side. Pain blazed. He fell against a stur, pushed himself off the animal, and fought onward.
A rod's metal tentacles jabbed his kneecap.
White pain exploded. Marco howled. His leg buckled. He hit the ground.
Ringing filled his ears. Tears filled his eyes. Through the haze, Marco saw voidgazers mobbing Addy. They were shocking her again and again. They knocked her onto the ground. They kicked her.
Grinding his teeth, Marco pushed himself to his feet. He tried to reach her, to save her. But a boot slammed into his knee. The same knee the shocktopus had hit. Marco screamed and fell. Through the haze of agony, he saw the man who had kicked him.
Erafel. The High Gazer stared down at him, a sneer on his lips.
"The famous war hero … falling so fast. Pathetic."
Marco lunged at him. But Erafel thrust two rods, one in each of his elongated hands. They slammed into Marco's chest, and electricity coiled across him like serpents, and he was falling, falling into the deep void between the galaxies, and there was no ground to catch him, only the endless pit.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Andromeda's Chains
Marco awoke in darkness and pain. His mind felt like mush. His head rang. For long moments, he could not think, only feel. Dryness filled his mouth like a desert, his limbs cramped, and when he tried to wipe the crust from his eyes, he could not. His limbs were bound in rattling chains.
Slowly the memories returned. The journey to meet the oracles. The searing beams of Nemesis. The battle on the plains. The last thing Marco remembered was the voidgazers shocking him over and over, then falling into darkness. Now he was here. Wherever this dark place was. He could see nothing.
A rattling breath sounded at his side. Then a moan.
Marco jerked up, jangling his chains. Somebody was here with him! A creature in the dark!
The monster let out a deeper groan, then a raspy hiss. Marco's heart pounded. It sounded like an alien. A big one.
Marco tested his bonds. His hands were cuffed and chained to a wall. But his legs were free. He could kick. He could still fight.
The creature shuffled closer, huffing and moaning. As Marco's eyes adjusted to the darkness, he beheld a monstrous shadow looming ahead.
"Get back!" he shouted and kicked.
His foot connected with the alien, knocking the beast down.
"Ow!" the alien cried. "For God's sake, Marco! What the hell?"
Marco blinked. "Addy? Is that you?"
"No, it's Ninazu chained in the cell with you. Goddammit, Marco! Why did you kick me?"
"I thought you were an alien!" he said.
Addy leaned toward him, teeth bared, eyes aflame. "Do I look like an alien?"
"Kinda?"
Wrong thing to say. She shook him violently, roaring. Marco cringed.
"I'm sorry, Addy. You're a paragon of delicate femininity. I'm just a bit disoriented, all right? Being shocked unconscious and chained in a dungeon does that to me."
She released him. Marco looked around, gaining his bearings. His eyes adjusted to the shadows, revealing his surroundings.
"Ah yes, the typical dungeon cell," he said. "Moldy stone walls. Manacles. Big wooden door. It's a classic."
"There's even a rat." Addy pointed.
Marco cringed. "What is a rat doing on Hypnos?"
"Munching on old bones, by the looks of it."
"I mean how did it get here?" Marco said.
Addy shrugged. "Probably stowed away in a starship. Or maybe the voidgazers import rats for their jail."
"Gotta make it look like an authentic medieval dungeon, I suppose." Marco heaved a sigh. "Well, we really messed up this time, didn't we, Ads? Turns out we're the galaxy's worst spies."
"So much for Heidi of the Alps." Addy pointed at her feet. "At least they let me keep the clogs."
Marco tugged again on his chains. His wrists were bound behind his back and chained to the wall. A double whammy. He wasn't going anywhere. Addy was similarly chained. Somebody had left two plates on the floor, but they were empty.
"They seriously gave us empty plates?" Marco said. "Just to taunt us?"
Addy blushed. "Um … I kind of ate your dinner. While you were asleep."
They sat there quietly for long moments. And longer moments. And the moments piled up into hours. Marco kept waiting for some black-robed torturer to enter, wheeling in a rack, a tray of blades, maybe even an iron maiden. But nobody came. Nothing happened. Nothing but darkness and silence (aside from the odd squeak from the rat). In some ways this was torture of its own.
Time stretched by. The cell did have a toilet (at least it wasn't completely medieval) but no privacy. And that toilet was darn hard to reach with the chains. Marco's head throbbed. For a long while, Addy tried yanking her chains from the wall. But despite growls, kicks, and enough cursing to make a space trucker blush, the chains held. Eventually Addy gave up. She sat down, wrists rubbed raw, and leaned against Marco.
"Einav will send help," Marco said. "She'll send the wrath of the Human Defense Force against this colony. The voidgazers won't stand a chance against a brigade of armed soldiers."
"How long will Einav wait for us?" Addy said. "It takes weeks to get here. Weeks to fly back. How long before she gets suspicious and sends in the cavalry? It could be months, Poet. Maybe years. We'll be dead by then."
"You think the voidgazers plan to execute us?"
"That's the general treatment of spies around the galaxy," Addy said. "Damn. We fought alien empires. And won. Never thought it would be some little cult that ends us."
"A little cult backed by the most powerful aliens we've seen," Marco said. "And we've seen some nasty ones. To make things worse, we have no way to warn Earth."
Addy was quiet for a long moment, leaning against him. Her tears dampened his cheeks. "I miss the kids. I'll never see them again, will I?"
"Hey! Come on, Ads. Don't lose hope. You and I have been in tough spots before. We'll get out of this one too."
"I wish I could hug you," she said. "I'll just hug you with my legs."
"Ow!" Marco cried. "You kicked me!"
She grinned. "Revenge!" She laughed, then nuzzled him. "I'm sorry. For kicking you. And for how I behaved after we saw the oracles."
Marco laughed weakly. "Least of our concerns right now. If the oracles said you should have married your high school boyfriend, I'd have sulked too."
"Steve!" Addy smiled. "Remember Steve? He was a good egg. I miss him. He was tall and handsome, remember that?"
"Hey!" Marco frowned.
Addy kissed his cheek. "But he was no Poet. I love you."
The lock rattled in the door. Marco and Addy started, pushed their backs against the wall, and raised their feet, ready to kick up a storm. Marco, who had felt the wrath of Addy's kick, didn't envy any voidgazer who got in the way of those clogs.
It was Sister Diona who entered the cell. Young, timid Diona. Her wrist was in a brace. With a twinge of guilt, Marco remembered stepping on it. Diona served a murderous cult hell-bent on destroying Earth, but Marco still felt bad.
"I was told to prepare you," the pale acolyte said, eyes downcast. She blushed.
"For what?" Marco demanded. "Execution?"
The voidgazer trembled, hands clasped behind her back. "No, sir. You will not be executed." She dared looked up, and her eyes shone. "You've been chosen! Both of you. For the greatest honor. You will become gift bearers!"
"Ooh, lovely!" Addy said. "How foolish of us. We thought it would be bad news. But we'll become gift bearers! And tossed into the mouth of a giant squid! How lucky we are!" She narrowed her eyes. "By the way, I was being sarcastic."
Diona shook her head vehemently. "No. No! You will not be fed to our lord Mezmeron. You will be joined with him! You will live in his halls of light beyond the void. It's a great honor!"
Two more acolytes stepped in, faces hidden within their hoods. Judging by their small hands and soft voices, both seemed to be young women, likely new recruits.
Poor, brainwashed girls, Marco thought.
They began preparing Marco and Addy. First they washed their skin with sponges and anointed them with sweet perfumes. Next they served them wine from chalices. Marco refused his wine at first, suspecting it might be spiked or poisoned, but Addy guzzled hers down and demanded more, so Marco reluctantly took a few sips.
Then came the good part. The acolytes began adorning Marco and Addy with jewels. Very, very expensive jewels. They strung a necklace of rubies around Addy's neck, placed sapphire rings on her fingers, and hung emeralds from her ears. They draped Marco with golden necklaces and platinum bracelets inlaid with diamonds. Their wrists were still manacled, but they now shared the cuffs with jewels that cost more than a starship. Marco expected Addy to preen, to crack a joke, perhaps. I'm finally being treated like a princess! Hey, Poet, why don't you ever buy me jewelry? But she was uncharacteristically quiet. Both knew what this meant. These jewels were not theirs to keep. They were being dolled up for the beast.
"Were you born on Hypnos?" Marco asked Diona as she worked, weaving gemstones into his hair.
"No, sir. I was born on Earth. I've been here since I was six, sir." She slung another chain around his neck. "I moved here with my parents. We fled the corruption on Earth, sir. The decadence and decay. We came to worship the lords of the void."
"The hydrians?" Marco said. "Why do you worship them?"
She trembled. "We don't ask such questions here."
"I'm not a voidgazer. I can ask what I like." Marco softened his voice when her trembling increased. "Tell me, Diona. What do the voidgazers want? Be honest."
She paused from her work and looked up at the ceiling, but she seemed to be gazing far away. "The coming of Hydprince Ninazu. That is our greatest dream. The son of Hydqueen Ereshkigal himself! Hydlord Mezmeron is mighty, as are his children, but Ninazu is royalty. He will be our king!" Awe filled her eyes. "The scrolls teach that he's the size of a city. But after he's crowned, he'll become the size of a world. As king, he will embrace Earth in his many arms. Earth will become his throne. And from this throne, he will rule the Milky Way, and we humans, we who serve him, will become angels in the paradise he builds. Can you imagine it, sir? To become an angel! It's my dream." Her tears flowed. "But not a dream that can come true. Not for me. I won't live that long. Ninazu's coming is not foretold for another century. My only hope is to someday be chosen like you, sir. Chosen to join Mezmeron in the long wait under the mountain."
Yes, a long wait indeed, Marco thought. That's why they wanted the serum. To live long enough to see their prophecy come true.
When Marco and Addy were washed, a little tipsy, and covered with enough jewels to buy a small country, the acolytes bowed and retreated from the cell.
Not a moment later, the door opened again. A towering shadow loomed. Another figure stepped inside. Tall and bony. Long-fingered. Hook-nosed.
"Erafel!" Marco hissed.
* * * * *
"Well, well, well," Addy said, staring at the voidgazer. "If it isn't Mr. Felton. Remind me. Why didn't we stock your book in our library? Oh right! I remember. Because just like you, it was a piece of garbage! Aww, don't cry, Mr. Felton." She pouted. "At least you were a beloved history teacher. Oh wait, I forgot! Everyone hated you, and they fired you! Something about constantly wetting your pants in class, was it?"
The tall voidgazer stared down at them imperiously. His arachnid fingers twitched. Scars snaked across his cheek where Addy had shocked him with a shocktopus. A sneer found his lips.
"You can insult me all you like," Erafel hissed. "But you may not insult the gods. You came here to blaspheme against them. Now you will become their slaves! They will whip you with strands of fire as you beg for mercy."
"Joke's on you," Addy said. "I'm into that shit."
Erafel backhanded her, drawing blood. Marco yowled and yanked on his chains.
"I'll rip you apart, you son of a bitch!" Marco shouted.
The High Gazer snorted and wiped his long hand on his robe. "No, Mr. Emery. You lost. But your coming was fortuitous. You see, we are loath to sacrifice our children. We take no pleasure in it. Now we may give two humans to our lord. He'll be most pleased. And I'll be pleased to be rid of you. It is, as you say on Earth, a win-win. Well … maybe not for you."
Marco was ignoring the man. He was comforting Addy, whispering to her. But she hardly wanted comforting. She bled from the corner of her mouth, and her eyes were harder than the diamonds she wore. Marco knew that look. It was a dangerous look. When Addy reached this stage of quiet anger, she was the most dangerous force in the universe.
More voidgazers entered the room. No more shy young acolytes. These were big, powerful occultists. Real thugs. Even their flowing robes could not hide their muscular frames. All of them were big, but Sister Morgana towered above them all. A wicked smile stretched across the nun's deathly face, revealing her sharp teeth. Shark teeth. Her crimson eyes shone with mirth.
"Hello again, my lovelies," Morgana hissed and licked her triangular teeth, slicing her tongue. She sucked the blood hungrily.
"Yeesh, ever heard of crowns?" Addy said.
A rumble sounded outside. A beefy monk shoved his way into the cell. "Where's the squirt? Where's the bastard who burned me?"
Marco recognized the angry monk. What was his name again? Ah yes. Brother Bishop. Marco had fought him outside the dome. Last he remembered, Bishop had run off with a burning beard. Well, that beard was gone now. Bishop was left with a scarred red face.
"There you are, runt." The brute clenched fists the size of Christmas hams. "Just try me. One wrong move, and you'll beg for mercy."
"Nice shave," Marco said. "Whaddya use, a blowtorch?"
Bishop backhanded him. Marco grimaced, blinked, and shook his ringing head. Well, he had asked for that one.
The voidgazers unchained Marco and Addy from the walls, though they left them in handcuffs. Addy kicked a few shins. She even hit one monk on the kneecap, God bless her. With her heavy clogs, that must have hurt. But the voidgazers, cursing and moaning in pain, managed to restrain Addy and hobble her ankles. They gave Marco the same treatment.
The occultists manhandled them out of the cell.
"Hey, but you didn't even serve breakfast yet!" Addy said.
"That's it, no tip for you," Marco said. "Worst hotel ever."
The monks shoved them down a dark corridor. Addy fought every step of the way. Sister Morgana lit her shocktopus and prodded Addy liked a cow. Sparks crackled. Addy yelped and Morgana laughed.
Marco roared and lunged at the giantess. But several voidgazers leaped at him. Brother Bishop drove a fist into his belly. Marco doubled over, seeing stars.
"Enough!" Erafel cried. "You will walk without resisting, blasphemers."
"Or what?" Addy said, blood on her lip. Her eyes flashed a challenge.
"Or I will slice your husband's throat before your eyes." Erafel drew a long, curved knife. "Then send his head to your children as a gift."
"You son of a—" Marco roared, tugging at the men who held him.
"Behave, Marco," Erafel said. "Or I'll behead your wife and make you watch. Hydlord Mezmeron would prefer two gift bearers. But he would be pleased with one too."
Marco and Addy looked at each other. When they had been only eleven, aliens had killed their mothers. Since then, they had been inseparable. After thirty years of companionship, they could communicate with looks alone.
Bide your time, Addy, Marco said silently. There will be another chance.
All right, Addy replied. When that time comes, we fight like hell. She blew him a kiss. Love you, babe.
He gave her the slightest of smiles. Love you forever.
* * * * *
The voidgazers marched Marco and Addy down the corridor, around a bend, and up a spiraling staircase. It was a long climb. Soon they were all panting and sweating. Addy was practically wheezing.
"Just sacrifice me now!" she moaned.
Only Erafel was breathing easily. He climbed with purpose, staring ahead, eyes glittering in the shadows of his hood.
Marco thought he knew where they were. He had seen only one structure on Hypnos that could contain this many stairs. They were climbing the lighthouse. The tower that rose above the temple.
Finally they reached the tower top. It was indeed like a lighthouse, complete with a great flame that burned within a glass bulb, bathing them with heat. It was like a single star in the black sky. From up here, one could see the entire colony. Not only this dome but the domes beyond, connected with tunnels. The glass bulbs sparkled with the lights of homes, shops, and streetlamps, though from here, the domes almost seemed like fading stars fallen to the ground. Far in the distance, if Marco squinted, he could just make out the mountains.
A crowd had gathered outside the temple. Thousands stood below, holding lanterns. It seemed like the whole colony had come. All of Solace-by-the-Void gazed up at the lighthouse. And perhaps at the void beyond.
A balcony encircled the lighthouse. Only a low railing protected them from a fall. Erafel coiled his strange fingers around the railing. Each finger made three full loops. The High Gazer stared down at the crowd.
"Greetings, my children!" Erafel cried, his voice filling the entire dome. "Tonight is a night of gifts. Tonight is a night of worship! Hydlord Mezmeron is a benevolent god. He has showered our colony with blessings. He grows the food in our farms. He cures the cancer in our radiated cells. He punishes those who sin and mutates those who do not repent. He is a great light in the void, and he is a harbinger of his father, the great Prince Ninazu whose arrival is foretold. Bless Mezmeron! Hail Ninazu!"
The crowd repeated the chant. "Bless Mezmeron! Hail Ninazu!"
"Though we may not live to see it, one day Ninazu will arrive. Hypnos will be his first stop on his celestial journey to Earth. And we—or our descendants—will be here to greet him. To protect us until that blessed day, Hydlord Mezmeron requires a sacrifice. The child Sana has fled. But two new souls, arrivals from Earth, will replace her. They will please our lord. Bless Mezmeron!"
"Bless Mezmeron!"
"Hail Ninazu!" said Erafel.
"Hail Ninazu!" the crowd repeated.
Addy leaned toward Marco. "Broken record, these ones."
"The lost ones' journey now begins," said Erafel. "Across the desert and to the mountain hall of our lord. It is a blessed night, a—"
"It's an abomination!" rose a cry from below.
Marco and Addy started. Chained and jeweled, they peered over the railing. There! Marco saw him. An old man with a long white beard. He stood below in the crowd, fist raised. Everyone around him recoiled. Atop the Lighthouse, the voidgazers hissed and muttered curses.
"An abomination, I say!" the old man repeated, voice filling the dome. "Human sacrifice is what this is! Pah." He spat. "Mezmeron is no god. Neither are any of the others. They're just aliens. Slimy alien squids. I spit on them! There is only one God, and he does not live in a pit of darkness."
Addy's eyes widened. "He's got balls, that one," she whispered to Marco.
The voidgazers on the tower were fuming.
"Blasphemy!" they muttered.
A few people in the crowd began to boo the old man. Some pelted him with refuse. But other people, Marco noticed, were nodding.
Erafel stared down from the balcony. He saw the nods too. He heard the murmurs of agreement. He knew such words were dangerous. More dangerous than any weapon. Maybe even more dangerous than an angry Addy. He looked down at the old man.
"Old-timer!" Erafel said. "Your God is dead. He cannot save you now. And Ninazu strikes down all sinners."
He pulled his shocktopus from his robes, cranked up the power settings, and pointed it downward. A bolt surged forth. Like lightning, it struck the old man in the chest.
The man burst into flame. The light filled the dome. People cried out and recoiled from the immolation. The old man remained standing, a living torch, and from the inferno rose a scream, then a voice twisted with agony.
"Curse you! With flames I curse you, voidgazers!"
The burning man took a few stumbling steps, and the crowd parted to let him pass. Perhaps the man hoped to reach the temple. But after only those few steps, he collapsed. The fire consumed him down to bones.
Marco and Addy had both seen much death in their lives. They had fought in many battles, seen thousands fall. Addy in particular had suffered. Unlike Marco, she had spent time in a marauder death camp, witnessing acts of brutal genocide. Marco had seen the death camps—the prisoners hanging in webs, the corpses dismembered for alien dinners. Just seeing them had been bad enough. Addy had survived them. Years of war and horror still haunted them both. But even now, neither was fully desensitized. Seeing this death shocked Marco, sickened him, rattled his soul. He saw the same disgust in Addy's eyes.
"No!" cried a young woman in the crowd. "Grandfather, no!"
She wore a yellow dress and white hat, likely her finest clothes, donned for the ceremony. Weeping bitterly, she ran through the crowd, pushing people aside, and knelt by the charred bones.
Watching from above, Erafel smirked. He aimed his shocktopus at the girl in the yellow dress, but he didn't fire yet. The girl touched the blackened bones, burned her hand, and yelped. Erafel laughed and lowered the weapon. He was enjoying the show too much to kill her. He was relishing her pain.
Sick bastard, Marco thought.
Addy looked at Marco, made the smallest gesture with her chin.
We fight now, she said without words. We'll toss the voidgazers off the balcony.
Not yet, Marco said with his eyes alone. Let them lead us to Mezmeron. The alien is the mastermind. We must find him.
Addy gave the slightest shake of her head, a faint widening of her eyes. And if Mezmeron kills us?
Marco gave a thin smile. Come on. We're Team Maddy. He doesn't stand a chance.
The voidgazers led them off the balcony and down the spiraling staircase.
"We climbed all this way for a ten-minute show?" Addy whined, earning a jolt of electricity.
At the bottom floor, in the nave of the temple, a palanquin awaited. The voidgazers placed Marco and Addy there, grabbed the palanquin bars, and lifted them. The couple sat there, chained and jeweled, feeling like trussed hams on a tray. The procession began. Erafel led the way, swinging a censer. The voidgazers followed, some carrying the palanquin, others marching behind, holding stone tablets. They chanted as they walked, and the ancient Sumerian song echoed through the nave.
When they stepped outside the temple, the crowd parted like the Red Sea. The procession made its way through the colony. Thousands stood alongside, watching, praying, praising Marco and Addy for their sacrifice. Marco wanted to leap off, run through the crowd, raise a rebellion, raise hell, do anything but sit on this palanquin like a fool. Addy fumed, fists clenched, jaw tight. She seemed ready to burst. Marco reached his cuffed hands to hers and touched her fingertips.
"Hold on, Ads," he whispered. "Now's not the time. Sana escaped them. We can too. On our schedule. They're not that tough, these monks."
"But Mezmeron might be," she whispered back.
"That's why I want to see him. We came here to find information for Einav. They're taking us straight to their leader."
It was perhaps a foolish plan—and God knew Marco and Addy had made their share of those. Maybe it made sense to attempt an escape now. The old man, it seemed, had found some support in the crowd. Marco had noticed the people nodding and muttering agreements. Many Hypnosians were dedicated to Erafel, yes. But many others simply feared him.
Should Marco try to start a riot, then escape in the chaos? It could work. But no. Erafel would likely murder more colonists. Marco could not risk their lives. He would risk his own life. Not theirs. He would wait.
As the procession continued through the crowd, people approached and placed gifts on the palanquin. They gifted whatever they could spare. A basket of eggs. A string of glass beads. A roll of ultramarine silk embroidered with golden herons. A bottle of wine or a bottle of milk. Sometimes just a wax candle or piece of fruit.
"A gift for Mezmeron," they all said. "So he blesses us."
A little girl gave Marco a rag doll. "Fow Mezmewon, siw."
A young woman approached, wearing a yellow dress, her face shadowed below a wide-brimmed hat. She placed a package wrapped in leather on the palanquin.
"For Mezmeron," she said, looking up at Marco.
He didn't pay much attention. But the woman touched his arm. Then tugged his sleeve. Her fingers were red and blistered.
"For Mezmeron!" she said urgently, and Marco met her gaze.
A bolt shot through him, and this time not from a shocktopus. He recognized her. The granddaughter. The young woman who had wept over the bones. She retreated into the crowd, head lowered, hiding her face.
Marco's hands were still cuffed behind his back. Awkwardly, he stretched his arms backward, reaching for the leather bundle. After fumbling for a bit, he managed to grasp the girl's gift. He felt something hard and metallic inside. He pulled the bundle closer, tucking it under the roll of ultramarine silk. The embroidered herons hid the bundle under their golden wings.
When the palanquin was heavy with gifts, the procession reached the end of the colony. The curved inner surface of the dome rose before them. A round door opened, exposing the night. Erafel stepped out into the cold open landscape, and the voidgazers followed, carrying Marco and Addy on the palanquin. The crowd remained within the dome, perhaps fearing the mutants, perhaps fearing becoming mutants themselves. The monks continued across the rocky land.
This time they rode no sturs. They headed back to the mountains. For hours they walked. The Andromeda galaxy made her appearance tonight, a distant swirl of light like an eye. Did the hydrians come from there? Or from some galaxy far beyond? How much of this universe did they already infect? Perhaps Mezmeron held the answers.
As they journeyed in the night, Marco opened the small leather bundle, cutting his fingers on the gift inside. A sharp little knife. Perhaps used to fillet fish. The slender tip fit into the lock of his handcuffs. It took a while. Maybe an hour of trying. But working under the deep blue silk, Marco eventually managed to unlock his manacles.
Addy saw what he was doing. Her eyes widened.
"Me next!" she said.
"Shh …," Marco said. It was dark. The voidgazers had not seen a thing. The last thing he needed was Addy spoiling the surprise.
"Don't you shush me!" she said.
"Shush!"
With the embroidered silk covering his work, he slipped the knife into Addy's cuffs too.
A tall figure stomped toward the palanquin.
"Vat is all that rattling and vispering about?" Sister Morgana said. Her red eyes and triangular teeth shone in the night. "Stop clanging your chains!"
"You try staying still for hours," Addy said. "Oh wait, you're used to it from your coffin. But Marco and I are the living. We have to move about a bit."
"Do it vithout rattling," Morgana said and vanished back into the shadows.
With the giantess away, Marco continued working, more quietly this time. Eventually he managed to unlock Addy's handcuffs too. Next he unlocked the chains hobbling their ankles. They both kept their handcuffs and hobbles on—but unlocked.
Addy looked at him eagerly, bouncing on the palanquin. I wanna fight!
Marco gave a slight shake of his head. Not yet. Pretend to still be chained.
She pouted. But I wanna fight now!
His eyes flashed. Not yet! I want to meet Mezmeron first.
Addy harrumphed. Fine!
After hours of travel, when the colony was but a distant light behind, they reached the mountains. Once more they headed to Ur Eshuna, the tallest peak, the holiest place on Hypnos. The mountain soared before them, a monolith of dark stone. The mountain of the oracles. Andromeda shone above the mountaintop like the glimmering crest of a pyramid. Luminous moss draped the slopes, glowing faint red, brighter where it clustered in cracks and nooks. Ur Eshuna seemed to be on fire, a volcano ready to erupt and bury the world.
Addy looked up at the towering mountain and cringed. "We have to climb that? Without sturs?"
"What are you complaining about?" Marco said. "We're riding a palanquin."
"Oh. Right. I forgot." She looked down at the palanquin bearers. "Giddy up! Get to it, men, lest my crop finds your backsides!"
"Lest?" Marco whispered.
"I heard it on TV. Shush."
This time the voidgazers did not climb the mountain. They were not here for the oracles tonight. Instead they walked across the dark foothills to the base of the towering mountainside.
A cave loomed before them, resembling an anguished mouth. The moss shone red around the cave like blood around a predator's maw. But the cave itself was pitch-black. It reminded Marco of a black hole. Not something you could see directly. Something you observed because it was missing—a chunk erased from reality. The cave seemed like a portal to the underworld. A void.
The voidgazers paused outside the cave. A cold wind blew from within. Marco and Addy shivered, their jewels clattering.
Erafel approached the palanquin and rifled through the gifts the commoners had donated. "What is this? A wax candle? A doll? Junk!"
He lifted the trinkets with his spiderlike hands, snorted, tossed a few aside, kept the others. Marco carefully hid the knife under the gift of silk. Thankfully Erafel deemed the fabric—with its vibrant ultramarine color and embroidered herons—worthy of keeping. The gemstones, the precious metals, the perfumes—those Erafel kept for Mezmeron too. The jeweled bottle of spirits, Marco noticed, the High Gazer kept for himself, surreptitiously sneaking it into his robes.
Stealing from Mezmeron, are we? Marco thought, amused.
Addy looked at Marco with the look of a puppy pleading for food. Now? Can we fight now?
Soon, Marco replied with a look, then glanced toward the cave. I want to see what's inside.
Addy followed his gaze into the darkness. Her eyes glittered like a child's outside a candy shop.
"Freaks," she whispered. She was sold.
The voidgazers sang a prayer to Mezmeron, hands raised toward the night sky. The words were in Sumerian. As they chanted, Andromeda seemed to brighten above the peak, a galactic fire on the crest, a goddess upon the mountain. A rumble sounded from deep within the cave. Ur Eshuna seemed to shake.
Addy's eyes widened. "Poet, did you hear that?"
He nodded solemnly.
"What was that?" Addy whispered.
Sister Morgana glared at her, raising her shocktopus. "Silence! Or I vill shock you."
The monks lit iron lanterns shaped like squids, their tentacles embracing the flames. Carrying the palanquin, chanting to their god, they entered the cave.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The God Beneath the Mountain
The procession continued through the cave. The torches lit damp stone walls engraved with carvings of giant squids crushing starships. The colony was only a generation old, but the drawings looked ancient to Marco. Like the drawings of cavemen on Earth. Had they been artificially aged? Did time flow differently here? Or did some long-lost indigenous species paint these? The hydrians on the walls seemed to glare at Marco with glittering obsidian eyes.
The cave delved deep into the mountain, sloping downward. The air grew warmer, and a thick odor flowed around them, reminiscent of old fish soup and algae. The smell triggered a flashback in Marco. He remembered the years he and Addy had lived in Greece by the shore. After a battle one day, a starship had crashed into the sea, and the next morning, dead jellyfish, fish, and even a shark had washed onto the beach by their house. For many days, the animals rotted away as the crabs feasted. The smell of this cave reminded Marco of that stench.
After what seemed like miles, the tunnel opened up into a vast cavern. The place was the size of a football stadium. Craggy stone walls soared toward a damp ceiling. Crystals and veins of silver and gold gleamed in the walls. The cavern seemed a natural formation, not carved by man. A pool of greenish water reflected the glittering walls. The pool was large enough that an old pirate ship could have docked here (if it could magically sail down the tunnel).
The voidgazers laid down the palanquin.
"Get off!" Sister Morgana grumbled, shoving Marco and Addy.
The couple stepped off the palanquin, their manacles jangling. Both pretended the cuffs and hobbles were still locked. Marco stepped on something sharp that jabbed through the sole of his shoe. He winced and looked down. A large gemstone, meticulously cut and polished. This was not a natural stone. Hundreds of other jewels sprawled across the ground. A brooch shaped like a bird, each feather a gemstone, reflected the torchlight. Earrings shaped like bundles of grapes, each grape a sapphire, lay beside a topaz necklace. Clusters of rubies formed glittering pomegranates with platinum crowns. These were precious stones discarded like so many trinkets. Gold and silver coins chinked underfoot. This was truly a treasure worthy of a fairy-tale dragon.
They all stood before the pool. Marco, Addy, and the group of voidgazers. Marco tried to see into the depths, but the water was opaque. He caught some glints like coins inside a wishing well. An underwater shadow shrouded the sunken coins, darkening their light, and then Marco saw only the reflected torchlight. The pool became like the universe, full of flaming little stars.
Erafel strode to the edge of the pool. He raised his arms, unfurled his long fingers, and tossed back his head. His hood fell back, revealing his gaunt face and long gray hair. His fellow voidgazers stood behind him, robed and hooded, torches crackling.
"Arise, arise, Hydlord Mezmeron!" cried Erafel. "We beg your forgiveness, lord. Your precious sacrifice fled. But we've brought you two servants to replace her! Two humans who have fought for Earth, who slew many enemies, who now will serve you."
"Like hell we w—" Addy began.
"Wait!" Marco whispered. He needed to see this. To know what he was dealing with. Perhaps it was foolish. Perhaps he should run now. He was dancing close to the edge. But he must peer into the void.
For long moments, there was silence.
Erafel spoke again. "Forgive us, Hydlord Mezmeron. Forgive us!" He fell to his knees, but he kept his hands raised. "Accept our sacrifice, oh lord!"
For a while longer—nothing happened. The only sound came from the crackling torches.
Then ripples stirred across the water. A rumble bubbled up from the depths. Across the cave floor, jewels rattled. A brooch shaped like a serpent biting its tail, each scale a diamond, clattered off a rock. A necklace of sapphires slithered along the ground like a snake. Coins bounced and rattled. Inside the pool, deep in the water, rose a shimmer like ten thousand cascading gold nuggets.
Then, from the water, it arose. The tip of a tentacle, seeking, searching, almost seeming to sniff the air. The tentacle rose higher, dripping water. God, the thing was huge. It was the size of a tree trunk. Coins and gemstones shone on the wet appendage. No, Marco realized. Not on the tentacle but inside it! The flesh was translucent, trapping the treasures like raisins and cranberries trapped inside Jell-O. A second tentacle rose. And a third and a fourth. They were each enormous, rising higher and higher, sprouting like fleshy oaks from the water. Suction cups lined them.
Addy gaped. "Whoa."
"Lord Mezmeron!" Erafel cried out, still on his knees, his arms held high. He bowed before the great hydrian. "I praise you, Mezmeron! Accept our gifts, oh lord."
Marco leaned close to Addy. "This one looks even bigger than Billy."
She nodded. "Yep. Billy was … What did Sana call it? A hyd. I think he was just a simple foot soldier. A private. This one is a hydlord. An officer." She shuddered. "And they get even bigger than this. The princes, kings, and of course—the queen."
"Get ready, Ads," Marco said. "I've seen enough. On my mark, we make a break for it. We'll run back to the colony and …"
Something on a tentacle caught his eye. His heart seemed to stop in his chest.
Dear God, he thought.
"What?" Addy whispered. "Marco, what did …?"
Then she saw it too. She let out a strangled gasp.
Those were not suction cups lining Mezmeron's tentacles. They were heads.
Human heads.
* * * * *
Marco and Addy stared, aghast.
Faces. Faces on the tentacles!
The faces stuck outward into the air. The backs of the heads were buried in the alien's flesh. The brain stems extended into the tentacles, connecting with Mezmeron's nerves and veins, pulsing with blood and electric signals. They had become parts of him, plugged into his hideous grid.
Some heads still had hints of spines, ossified and withered. One still had bits of arm bones. The others were nothing but a face. Even the skull itself was gone. Poor things. They reminded Marco of male anglerfish connecting to the larger female, then melting into her body.
Marco understood. Here were the lost girls. The sacrifices offered to Mezmeron. Their jewels had not withered. The gold, platinum, and gemstones still floated inside the tentacle. But the flesh was gone.
"Why?" Addy whispered.
Then Marco noticed the true horror.
The faces were alive.
The eyes were moving. The mouths opened and closed. Oh God. Oh God above, they were alive! Mezmeron was keeping them alive! His blood and nerves trapped his victims in living hell.
"What the fuck is this?" Addy shouted, tears springing into her eyes. "What the fuck is this Mengele shit?"
Across the tentacles, the eyes all turned toward Addy. The faces all spoke in unison. They were the faces of young girls, eerie and echoing.
"They are … how I know …"
At the sound of the voices, the voidgazers all prostrated themselves, kissed the ground, and whispered awed prayers.
"Speak to us, oh lord!" a voidgazer whispered.
"Mezmeron speaks! His voice is beautiful!" whispered another, weeping.
Marco shivered and bared his teeth. "Who are you?" he said to the faces. "Are we speaking to Mezmeron?"
The eyes of the lost girls all flicked toward Marco. Again they spoke in unison.
"These minds … are how … I know …" The tentacles swayed in the water, moving closer to the shore. Closer to Marco. "Their minds … feed my mind … I see … their memories. I learn … about humanity."
Addy gripped Marco's hand. She glared at the tentacles. "Ever heard of visiting a library, asshole?"
The lost girls bobbed before them as the tentacles swayed. Their eyes shed tears.
"Now you will join us. You know much. You are old and wise. You know more than these young, trapped souls. You will teach us so much …"
Addy gasped. "Hey, who are you calling old, buster?"
"Show your true face, coward!" Marco shouted at the pool. "Talk to us yourself, Mezmeron. Not with these puppets!"
The water rumbled and splashed. The tentacles lashed out, slapped against the walls, and gripped the stone. From the pool, the head of the creature emerged.
His head was the size of a house, warty and dripping algae. His wide mouth sprouted thousands of long sharp teeth. Sticky saliva dripped between the fangs, thick with coins and gems. That gaping maw was large enough to swallow an elephant whole. The alien's eyes rose on wet protuberances, not quite long enough to be called stalks. More like a toad's eyes. The eyeballs were blazing red, emitting light and heat. Eyes of fire.
Addy cringed. "Yep. This one is definitely larger than Billy. Ready, Marco?"
He nodded. "I've seen enough. Let's get the hell outta here!"
They tugged their arms. Their unlocked handcuffs fell to the ground. They kicked their legs. The chains hobbling them flew into the distance. Limbs free, Marco and Addy spun away from the pool and ran.
* * * * *
The voidgazers were still on the ground, prostrating themselves before their lord. But even as he lay on his belly, Erafel saw Marco and Addy running for it. The High Gazer gasped and leaped to his feet.
"Voidgazers, rise!" he shouted. "Stop them!"
At once, the voidgazers were on their feet, raising their shocktopi. Marco barreled into a group of them, knocking two men down. Addy leaped forward, roaring, and drove her foot into a monk's belly. The man doubled over. Addy lunged toward a second voidgazer, fists flying.
"Addy, don't get drawn into a fight!" Marco shouted. "Just run!"
Behind them, Mezmeron was rumbling. Marco glanced toward the pool. Damn, that alien was huge! He was probably the size of a blue whale. Like a fat man trying to rise from the tub, the hydrian was trying to rise from the pool. His tentacles pressed against the walls. The chamber trembled. Mezmeron licked his chops with a tongue the size of a car. Thankfully, the brute was just too big. His tentacles slipped. He crashed back into the water, raising waves rich with coins.
Marco turned away from the hideous hydrian. With heavy artillery and a marine brigade, he'd have made minced meat of this alien. But Marco's humble knife wasn't going to do much. And even an angry Addy had met her match. For now, at least, Mezmeron seemed stuck in his pool. Marco and Addy raced toward the exit.
A long, powerful hand grabbed Marco around the torso. Elongated fingers wrapped around him, crushing him. A second hand joined the first, pinning Marco's arms to his sides, then lifting him off the ground. Marco kicked and struggled, but those hands were like forklifts, crushing him.
Erafel hissed. "Don't run away, little boy. You're going to join the lost ones."
Addy tried to reach them. But voidgazers mobbed her. Three men kicked her, knocking her down. Sister Morgana thrust her shocktopus into her chest. Addy roared like a wounded lioness, back arching, head tossed back.
Marco kept struggling. He couldn't breathe. Erafel's mutated hands were creaking his ribs. Marco's bones felt ready to snap. Stars floated before his vision, but Marco saw enough to understand what was happening. Erafel was carrying him back toward the hydrian.
As he choked and gasped for air, Marco reached into his pocket. He drew the small knife. The gift from the girl in the yellow dress. God bless her! His arms were still pinned to his sides. But by twisting his wrist, Marco managed to lash the knife. He sliced one of Erafel's mutated fingers.
The High Gazer yelped and his grip loosened. Marco kicked madly, catching Erafel on the chin. The occultist stumbled back. He huge hands released Marco, rising to protect his face. Marco fell to the ground, banging his hip and biting his tongue. Blood filled his mouth. Pain blurred his vision. Goddammit! He was supposed to be a war hero. A decorated officer. And he was struggling to defeat a goddamn history teacher. He spat out blood, cursing.
Erafel hissed and drew his shocktopus. Marco roared and lunged toward him, thrusting his knife. Knife? It was barely a toothpick. It would have to do. Erafel parried with ease. The shocktopus slammed into Marco's knife, snapping the little blade. Well, so much for that. Damn it.
Erafel thrust his electric rod again, forcing Marco back a step. And again. Marco must retreat, moving closer to the pool with every step. He knelt, grabbed a handful of fallen jewels, and hurled them at Erafel. The voidgazer swung his shocktopus, batting them aside. Amulets and brooches shattered, scattering gemstones across the cave.
Marco wanted to press the attack, but a shadow fell upon him. He looked up and saw it.
A tentacle. A huge tentacle full of faces. The appendage was swinging down like a hammer. The faces were screaming.
Marco leaped aside, hit the ground, and rolled.
The tentacle slammed down, missing him by inches, scattering coins and gemstones. Damn that thing was huge. It was the size of a Greek column. The tentacle rose again, jewels clinging to it, and lashed toward Marco once more. This time the tentacle swept across the floor like a huge wagging tail.
Marco ran. But there was no escape. The tentacle plowed into him.
Marco flew through the air. He crashed into Sister Morgana, knocking the giantess down. The vampiric nun hissed, red eyes alight. The tentacle rose, then came swooping down.
Marco ran, ducked, and slid under the tentacle. The fleshy digit crashed down onto Sister Morgana instead.
Bones snapped. The giantess screamed. Blood oozed across the floor.
When the tentacle rose again, Sister Morgana was stuck to it. Like a crushed bug stuck to somebody's foot.
And then it got worse. Marco felt sick. The translucent tentacle began sucking Morgana inward like jelly. The nun's habit sizzled and burned off, revealing her pale flesh. Her screams grew more desperate. The tentacle seemed to be digesting her. Peeling the skin off her muscles. Then the muscles off her skeleton. Only her face remained, sticking out from the alien.
She was weeping. And though she was his enemy, Marco's heart broke for her.
* * * * *
As Sister Morgana's cries echoed through the cavern, Marco had to turn away. He couldn't bear to see it. Disgust roiled his belly. Nobody deserved such a fate. Not even Sister Morgana. Shivers ran down his spine. Did the same fate await him and Addy?
"Addy!" Marco shouted. "Addy, where are you!"
"Over here!" came her voice.
He saw her. She stood farther back, holding a shocktopus in each hand. Presumably, Addy had taken the weapons from the two unconscious voidgazers at her feet.
One of Mezmeron's tentacles rose before her, undulating like a cobra. Addy thrust both her shocktopi, casting thunderbolts. Sparks blazed against the tentacle. The fleshy digit recoiled. On its translucent surface, the faces of lost girls twisted in rage.
The other tentacles were still flailing. Mezmeron tried again to rise from the pool. With his spare tentacles, he was shoving against the cave walls. Cracks ran through the stone, and crystals cascaded into the pool. When you were that big, it took you a while to get out of the bath. Marco hoped to be long gone by then. He just needed to get past those pesky occultists.
He ran toward Addy, slipped under another tentacle, and grabbed a fallen shocktopus. He reached Addy and stood by her side.
"Ads, come on, let's go!" he shouted. "We can—"
A lightning bolt slammed into him.
Marco flew through the air, hit the cave wall, and thumped down hard.
Through a rain of stars, he saw Erafel approaching him. The gaunt voidgazer aimed his shocktopus. He fired again.
A bolt flew at Marco. He parried desperately. Just barely, he caught the bolt on his shocktopus. But the blast burned the rod, short-circuiting the tentacled tip. Electricity jolted up Marco's arm. He yelped and dropped his charred weapon.
"Poet!" Addy cried.
She tried to help, to run toward him. But the moment Addy turned away from Mezmeron, the hydrian swung his tentacle into her. Addy flew several feet and hit the ground. The faces in the tentacle began biting her, drawing blood. She screamed and flailed, trapped behind the fleshy mass.
"Addy!" Marco cried, desperate to reach her.
"Do not look to your wife to save you, worm," Erafel said. "You cannot escape your doom. Humanity cannot escape the coming of Ninazu. You will not be the first to feed the Shoal. Nor the last."
Marco tried to rise. His knees wobbled. His legs buckled. Erafel wrapped his enormous hands around Marco, trapping him in a cage of bone and flesh. The mutated fingers tightened, crushing Marco. His ribs creaked. Marco yowled.
The High Gazer lifted him, began carrying him toward Mezmeron. The hydrian reared in the water, mouth gaping wide, salivating. Several voidgazers, swept up by the tentacles, lay inside the hellmouth, crushed. Evidently the hungry hydrian was not above eating his own priests.
Finally somebody who's more of a glutton than you, Addy, Marco thought, too weak to even speak aloud.
Erafel was surprisingly strong for a man his age. Nemesis had mutated him, granting him unnatural strength. He carried the wounded Marco toward the shore of the unholy pool and raised him high. Mezmeron splashed in the water, huge mouth opening wide, tongue flicking from side to side, splashing saliva. For a bizarre moment, he seemed to Marco like some monstrous puppy eager for a snack. If a puppy were big enough to crush a car in his jaws, that is.
"Your sacrifice, my lord!" Erafel said, holding Marco overhead, prepared to throw him into the mouth of—
A clog came flying through the air.
The wooden shoe smacked Erafel in the face. Hard. Crushing his nose. Blood spurted.
Erafel shrieked and spun around, still holding Marco overhead.
Addy climbed over a tentacle, covered with slime, jewels and coins clinging to her. She kicked, hurling her second clog off her foot. The wooden shoe spun through the air and slammed into Erafel's forehead with a crack.
She shoots, she scores, Marco thought with wonder.
Erafel stumbled back, forehead bleeding. Marco flailed, kicked, and ripped himself free from the knobby fingers. He fell to the ground, rolled, banged his elbow, twisted his ankle, and finally shoved himself to his feet. Still not too graceful, but at least he didn't bite his tongue this time.
Erafel stood at the poolside, blood pouring down his face. Mezmeron rose behind the voidgazer, mouth salivating, and his hungry rumble filled the chamber.
Marco and Addy didn't even need to exchange a look this time. They ran together, barreled into Erafel, and knocked the voidgazer into the pool.
The couple skidded backward, dodging the splashing water and tentacles. Erafel floundered in the water, trying to reach the shore, to pull himself out. A tentacle swept around him. The faces lining the appendage bit him, ripping his cloak, his skin. Small hands—the hands of girls—extended from the tentacle. They grabbed Erafel and held him in place. He screamed but could not free himself. The lost girls held him fast. He was stuck to the tentacle, trapped like a fly on a sticky strip. The fleshy digit rose higher, lifting the voidgazer from the water. Erafel wailed, struggled, but could not free himself.
The lost girls' faces turned toward Erafel, smiling, and spoke in unison. "Now you will join us. You sent us here as gift bearers. Now we have our revenge."
Their hands tightened. Their fingernails cut Erafel. Their teeth ripped into him. A gap opened in the fleshy tentacle, and the girls pulled Erafel's legs inside. He screamed, a high-pitched sound of agony. Inside the tentacle, acids began to dissolve the flesh off his legs, peeling back skin and muscle, revealing the bones. The voidgazer wept and begged, but the lost girls held him fast.
Marco and Addy stood a safe distance away, watching in disgust. Most of the voidgazers around them lay dead. Only a handful had survived. Sister Diona stood nearby, a hand on her mouth, tears in her huge gray eyes.
"Please!" Erafel cried from the tentacle. "Please. Please help me! Somebody help me. Please! Lord Mezmeron, forgive me!"
But the hydlord only chuckled, happily absorbing a new victim. Soon Erafel's legs were gone. The rest of him stuck out from the tentacle. Already the lost girls were pulling him deeper.
Sister Diona could bear it no longer. With a cry, the young acolyte ran forward. "I'll help you, master!"
"Diona, wait, it's dangerous!" Marco cried, reaching out to stop her.
The young woman slipped past him, ran, vaulted off a boulder, and leaped high. She grabbed Erafel's hands and tugged, pulling him from the tentacle. The High Gazer crashed onto the rocky poolside, legs gone. He would likely be dead within seconds. If he was not dead already.
Addy shuddered. "Eww."
Mezmeron roared, his captive taken from him. He began rising from the water again, reaching out, ready to grab anyone within reach.
Marco and Addy made sure they were not within reach. They fled the chamber, leaving any remaining voidgazers to their fate. They ran down the tunnel, still adorned with jewels, as behind them the hydrian roared and the lost girls laughed.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

A Liar Has No Legs
He was dying.
He was mutilated.
His god had killed him. Now Erafel lay on the stone floor of the cave, crying out in pain, his legs gone. His blood pooled around him. Vaguely, he was aware of Marco and Addy fleeing the cave. Let them run. His life was over. His life's work—a failure. His dream—a nightmare.
Diona had grabbed him by the wrists. The acolyte was pulling him away from the pool. He dragged along the floor.
"Let me go, you fool!" he cried. "Let me die!"
"I'll save you, master!" Diona said.
She pulled him a safe distance from the pool. Enough to bring them out of tentacle range. As far as Erafel could tell, he and Diona were the only surviving voidgazers. And in a few seconds, once he breathed his last breath, only Diona would remain.
Erafel gave a bitter laugh. His tears stung. Out of all of them, wise and powerful occultists—only the stupid, anemic acolyte would survive. The girl was barely twenty. What a fiasco! She was trying to staunch his bleeding. She held blue silk embroidered with herons onto his wounds. Ha! That would do nothing. He was beyond healing now.
As Erafel lay there, waiting to die, he thought of his life. A childhood of poverty in rural Alberta, a place of bitter winters and a cold, heartless home. Fleeing his father's fists. Becoming a teacher. Just a history teacher in some forgotten school, full of children who would never amount to anything. Then finally, in his middle age—this discovery. The ancient gods—reborn. The deities the Sumerians worshipped—aliens from beyond the stars. He had preached their gospel. Traveled to this world. Built this colony. Finally he had found something to believe in. And even when Nemesis mutated his hands, he felt blessed. With these hands, he would rebuild the galaxy.
But this year—tragedy.
First his son, his beloved Rume—dead. Murdered by Einav Ben-Ari. Rume had only gone to fetch the serum. To take what they deserved. To live long enough to witness Ninazu's arrival. Now he was dead. Erafel's heart had died that day with his son. Only his worship of the hydrians kept Erafel going.
Now this. Now his gods had betrayed him.
"Master, I'll get you a tourniquet! I can use one of the necklaces. Then I'll call for help." Diona was still fussing over him.
"Let me die, damn you!" he cried.
Why was he still alive? How could he still be breathing? His legs were gone! Both his legs! He should be dead from shock. From blood loss. His heart should have stopped long ago. Why was he still breathing?
Let me join my son! he prayed silently to the gods. But they did not listen. They had turned away from him.
Lying on his back, he looked down at the ghastly wound, expecting to see his lifeblood draining away. But no more blood was spilling from him. He frowned. Had Diona applied a tourniquet? No. The acolyte had only just grabbed some necklaces, had not yet wrapped them around his stumps.
Erafel pushed himself onto his elbows and took a closer look. Truth be told, he barely had any stumps at all. His legs had been removed right from his pelvis. Where there should be a gory mess there was smooth, soft skin. The wounds, somehow, had closed over.
He gasped. A dream? He must be feverish. Maybe dead already. It could not be!
He squinted, studying his pelvic floor. No, this wasn't skin. Wasn't human flesh. Material from the tentacle covered him. Whatever strange organic matter kept the lost girls alive now coated Erafel. If it could preserve heads, what were two missing legs?
Then the flesh along his pelvis began to … bulge out. To wriggle. To sprout little nubs.
Sister Diona gasped and dropped the necklaces. Rubies and lapis lazuli chinked on the ground. Erafel stared in wonder at the nubs growing from him. They lengthened, only two at first, then four, then eight. They grew as long as his legs had been, wriggling across the cave floor, feeling, sensing. Then they grew longer still, twisting and flailing. The strange limbs grew iridescent skin made of a million tiny scales, then sprouted suction cups.
Tentacles. Tentacles like those of his god.
"It's a miracle," Erafel whispered. "Forgive me for doubting you, Mezmeron. You didn't abandon me. You blessed me."
Tears on his cheeks, Erafel rose. He balanced atop his tentacles. From the naval up, he was still a man. From the hips down—a hydrian. His tentacles were longer than his legs had been. He loomed seven or eight feet tall. He flexed his long fingers and laughed.
"And so I've become a god," he whispered.
"M-master?" came a voice from below.
He looked down to see Diona. She was gaping up at him, pale and trembling.
"Oh, sweet Sister Diona." Erafel leaned down and stroked her pallid cheek with his knobby fingers. "My most loyal of acolytes."
"Master!" she cried in a choked voice, eyes damp. "I live to serve you!"
He wrapped his fingers around her throat. "Mezmeron still needs a sacrifice. You are chosen, child."
He lifted her by the neck, spun around, and hurled the acolyte toward the hydlord. Mezmeron caught her, and she screamed as he absorbed her. Soon Diona would be one of the lost girls.
Erafel bowed before his lord. "Hydlord Mezmeron! Like Sana before them, the heretics Marco and Addy have fled you. I beg you, lord. Raise your hyds. Birth your angels of retribution. I will guide them, lord. And we will hunt down the sinners."
He stood before his lord, taking deep breaths, feeling the power surge through him. He had never stood taller. Never felt so connected to the great lights from the void.
I am one of them. I am part of the Shoal.
Mezmeron sank deeper into the pool. The water began to roil. From the filthy murk, they emerged. Mezmeron's children. The hyds.
They squirmed onto the shore, screeching, tentacles flailing. They had not yet grown their carapaces. Their skin was soft and lined with suckers. Their mouths opened wide, demanding flesh. Hyds were smaller than hydlords like their father. And certainly smaller than hydprinces like Ninazu, may he be blessed. But each one was still big enough to swallow a man whole. And they were ravenous.
"Arise, arise, sons of Mezmeron!" Erafel cried. "Swarm forth, hyds! Find the traitors and bring them to justice!"
The hyds squirmed through the cave, racing by Erafel. Their tentacles slapped against him, knocking him back and forth, but he only laughed. He did not fall. He was now one of them. He followed them, faster than he had ever been. The aliens raced down the tunnel and burst out the mountain. They were not many yet. But more would come. Someday soon the billions would swarm from the void and fill the galaxy.




CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Strands of Starlight
Marco and Addy stood on the foothills, panting. Bruises, scrapes, and minor cuts covered them. But overall, they were fine. Dawn had not yet risen, and the night was cold and soothing.
Marco gave Addy a wan smile. "Close one, huh?"
She gave him a weary thumbs-up. "As usual, we cheated death. At least we're rich now." She jangled her necklaces of rubies and gold. "How much do you think these are worth? Gotta be millions, right?"
Marco examined the chains of gold the voidgazers had draped him with. A few had scratched in the scuffle. He picked at the scratches, peeling a little gold, exposing aluminum beneath. He pinched a diamond between his fingers, crushing it.
"Fake," he said. "All of it—fake costume jewelry. Huh."
Addy tossed back her head. "Fuck!" she shouted to the sky.
Marco shrugged. "Figures. If the voidgazers were this rich, they'd own a fleet of warships, not just a few …" He frowned. "Ads, did you hear that?"
She wasn't paying attention. She was busy ripping off her costume jewelry. "Fake pieces of junk!" She hurled her necklace of rubies into the distance. "Give me fake gold." She stomped on golden chains underfoot. "I'll shove these up your backsides!" She tore off emerald bracelets, tossed them into the air, and batted them with her shocktopus.
A rumble sounded in the depths of the mountain. Growing louder.
"Addy?" Marco said.
"How dare they insult me with fake silver?" She ripped off an anklet. "I'll wrap these chains around their—" She paused, frowned, and looked at Marco. "Did your belly just rumble?"
Marco looked at the cave. He took a step back. He had lost his first shocktopus, but Addy had grabbed several fallen ones. She handed him one from her collection. Marco raised the rod and turned on the power. The tentacled tip crackled.
"It's coming from there," Marco said.
At once, Addy assumed a battle stance. She raised a shocktopus in each hand.
The rumbles grew louder, accompanied by screeches and wet, squishy sounds. That familiar stench of rotten fish wafted out the cave.
Then it burst out from the cave. A hyd. A small hydrian, similar to Billy but without the hard carapace. Of course, small was relative. This creature was still the size of a woolly mammoth. Its tentacles propelled it forward, and its mouth opened in a hungry roar, revealing rows of rapier teeth. Behind it came another hyd. And a third and a fourth. Soon an entire swarm of them were spilling out onto the mountainside.
Marco's eyes widened. "Run!"
Addy began running toward the hyds, waving her shocktopi.
Marco grabbed her. "Run away from them, Addy! Run away!"
"But—"
Marco pulled her, and she reluctantly followed. They ran across the foothills. Marco knew there was no winning this fight. They had cheated death often enough, but they were not superheroes. They could not defeat a swarm of these creatures. They ran across the foothills. Every few steps, they spun around, aimed their shocktopi, and fired bolts. The electricity struck the hyds. The aliens howled but kept swarming, their tentacles knocking aside boulders, their eyes glowing red in the night. These were the smallest hydrians, just the foot soldiers, and even they terrified Marco to his core.
Marco did not think things could get worse. And then he saw it. A sight that spun his head and froze his insides.
Erafel. Erafel was alive!
He was racing with the shoal. He had become a chimera, half a man, half a hyd. From the waist up, he was still human. His robes had fallen off to reveal his sallow skin, gaunt face, and streaming gray hair. His long fingers rose like spiders in the night. From the hips down, he sprouted a bundle of tentacles. He raced forward across the rocky landscape, his eyes alight.
Well, this certainly never happened in history class, Marco thought.
He paused from running, aimed his shocktopus at Erafel, and fired. But only a few weak sparks shot out. He shook the rod, tried again. No luck. It was out of charge.
"Ads?"
She shook her shocktopi. "Empty. Pieces of junk!"
They kept fleeing. Sometimes, Marco realized, running in a mad panic was the better part of valor.
But where could they run to? Marco stared ahead. The rocky plains of Hypnos spread across the night. Solace-by-the-Void was just a distant twinkle like a fallen star. They would never make it. To make things worse, a haze on the horizon hinted at coming dawn. Soon radiation would bathe these plains. A few moments under the punishing beams of Nemesis might not harm them. Much. But too long in the radiation would cripple them. Marco didn't feel like growing obscenely long fingers or legs, no matter how much Addy might find them fascinating. The last thing he wanted was to end up in Freaks of the Galaxy.
An idea struck him.
"Addy, to the mountaintop!" he shouted. "To the oracles!"
"Those lying bitches?"
The tip of Nemesis emerged over the horizon. Harsh white beams like blades tore across the sky. Light bathed the land. Marco winced.
"The oracles live in a cave," Marco said, changing course. "A cave too small for hyds."
"Damn those oracles! How dare they say you should have married Kemi?"
"Addy, now is not the time. To the cave!"
She groaned. "Fine."
They made a wide U-turn across the foothills, choosing a path up the mountainside. Panting and swearing, they climbed toward the crest of Ur Eshuna, the tallest peak in the range. Home of the oracles.
The hyds kept chasing. And the bastards were fast. They were gaining on Marco and Addy. Squids were decent mountain climbers. Who knew?
Then Nemesis emerged fully, whipping Hypnos with all her fury. The sun blazed across Marco, baking his hair, reddening his skin. His kingdom for a bottle of sunscreen! He wasn't the only one suffering. Across the landscape, vines retreated into cracks. Animals pulled limbs and heads into shells.
"Oh, curse my fair Swiss skin!" Addy cried.
The hyds screeched in pain. When Marco glanced over his shoulder, he saw the aliens narrow their fiery eyes. The sunlight raised welts across their fleshy bodies. He felt a moment of hope. The sun was baking them! Marco's spirits lifted. The aliens covered their eyes, moaning. Their skin blistered and smoked.
"Addy, look!" Marco said.
She gasped. "Nemesis is turning them into calamari!"
The couple paused to catch their breath and watch the show. Nemesis was brutal on human skin. But the hyds had it worse. They were only newborns, and their skin was sensitive and translucent. Nemesis was baking them alive. The aliens squirmed, fell to the ground, curled up, and whined.
Addy laughed. "Pathetic! These are the dreaded hydrians? The monsters from the prophecy? Ha! They tan even worse than me."
Marco began to laugh too, but then he frowned. His laughter died. He squinted and shaded his eyes. Something strange was happening to the hyds. Their skin was darkening. Turning lumpy and hard. Scabs were spreading across their burns.
"Pathetic, I tell ya!" Addy said. "They want to conquer the galaxy, but they can't even handle a day out in the sun. I'm going to chop them up, drizzle some lemon and garlic, and—" She frowned. "Hey, what are they doing?"
The scabs grew thicker, darker, coating the aliens. No. Not scabs. Marco understood.
Carapaces. They were growing carapaces. Like Billy. Covered in their armor, the hyds rose onto their tentacles. They resumed the chase, scuttling across the stones like crabs.
Marco and Addy spun away and kept running.
* * * * *
They raced up Ur Eshuna's slope, heading toward the mountaintop. It was a hard slog without the sturs. Marco and Addy were panting, sweating, and struggling for every step.
"Oh God, oh God," Addy groaned. "I can't."
"It's not that bad, Ads. It's not the Everest or anything. Barely more than a hill."
"It's still a schlep." She fanned herself.
Marco glanced behind him. With their heavy armor, the hyds were a little slower now. A little slower. They were getting dangerously close. Erafel still moved among them, armor now protecting his tentacles.
"You can do it, Addy," Marco said. "Come on!"
She wiped sweat off her brow. "Carry me."
"No way."
"Come on, do it! I only weigh a hundred and fifteen pounds. You can carry me easily."
"Actually, Addy, I've seen your scale. You weigh a hundred and seventy-ei—"
"Do you want me to push you down the mountainside?" She glared. "I'll feed you right to the hyds. Don't you test me."
Those hyds were gaining on them. There was no time to waste. Marco placed his hands on Addy's backside and began pushing her uphill.
"Hey, hey!" she cried, swatting his hands away. "Hands off the goods!"
Finally he got her moving again. They raced up the mountainside. The hyds kept getting closer. Their cries rolled across the mountain. Erafel's voice carried across the distance.
"You cannot run from us, sinners! The light rises from the void. And you will burn."
Addy flipped him off. "You're just an overgrown cuttlefish, and your jewels are cheap fakes. So stuff a rock in it!"
She hurled a rock at the mutant. The stone flew only about half the distance and clattered to the ground.
"She shoots, she misses miserably," Marco said.
"Silence or the next one hits your face."
The hyds chortled. The aliens almost seemed to be laughing. The wet, gurgling sounds sent shivers down their spines. Marco and Addy kept fleeing. They raced up a narrow mountain path, heading toward the top of the dormant volcano. Addy kept throwing rocks. Soon the hyds were so close her rocks were actually hitting them, but they bounced uselessly off the carapace.
As they ran, the hyds began stretching out their tentacles, attempting to grab Marco and Addy. They couldn't quite reach them yet. But they were getting worryingly close. Thankfully, Ur Eshuna was a small volcano. Soon enough, Marco and Addy reached the stone sphinxes that guarded the mountaintop. They raced between the winged statues, up a staircase carved into the rock, and hopped over the basalt lip of the volcano.
The oracles were not outdoors today. Not surprising, given the cruel sunbeams. Marco felt well done and heading quickly to burned. How much harmful radiation was he soaking up? If he believed Erafel, an hour under Nemesis's light was equivalent to a chest X-ray. Not too bad. Then again, it was hard to believe a man who sported mutated spider fingers and tentacles for legs.
"There it is!" Marco pointed. "The cave."
The little opening had been carved into the raised lip of basalt. It looked barely large enough for a human to squeeze into. A hyd, with their big skulls and bones, was not getting in there. Using their last drops of energy, Marco and Addy ran toward the cave.
A tentacle lashed out.
It wrapped around Addy's waist, tightened, and began pulling her back toward the hyds.
Marco ran after her. He scooped up a rock from the ground, leaped into the air, then dived down onto the tentacle. Segments of carapace covered the digit, fitting together perfectly like armadillo scales. Marco bashed the carapace with his rock, cracked a segment, and exposed the meat inside.
The hyd squealed and the tentacle uncurled, dropping Addy. She hit the ground hard but rose at once and kept running. They raced onward toward the cave.
Another tentacle lashed out. This one grabbed and lifted Marco. His legs kicked in midair.
Addy grabbed rocks and began hurling them at the hyd. She managed to hit an eye. The hyd screeched and dropped Marco. They ran onward.
They reached the cave. The entrance looked even smaller from here. No bigger than a manhole.
"Get in!" Marco said.
Addy looked doubtful. "Um, you first."
"Just get in!" Marco said. "I'll hold them off."
The hyds were squirming closer across the basalt. Erafel loomed among them. Marco threw rocks while Addy crawled into the cave headfirst.
"It's all about squeezing in the shoulders," she mumbled. "It's alll in the shoulders."
She got her head, shoulders, and waist in, then got stuck. Her legs kicked wildly. Her muffled cries for help sounded from inside.
With a sigh, Marco began to push her.
Her indignant cry came from inside. "Hey, I said hands off the goods!"
Finally she popped into the cave, and Marco dived in after her. Addy glowered at him. "I widened it for you."
A tentacle thrust into the cave.
Marco and Addy scampered backward. Their shocktopi were out of batteries, but they still made decent batons. They swung the metal rods, banging the tentacle. The armored appendage flailed, slapping against the cave walls. Addy body-checked it (an old move from her hockey days), pinning the tentacle to the wall, while Marco bashed the carapace until it cracked. The injured tentacle retreated.
Marco and Addy moved deeper into the cave. They collapsed and spent long moments just breathing. For a while, they were safe.
They were also trapped, an alien horde outside.
* * * * *
Once they had caught their breath, Marco and Addy decided to explore the cave. They moved deeper into the darkness. The tunnel was narrow, and they must walk while crouched. The cave wasn't too deep. Soon they hit a little burrow. The end of the line.
The cavern was about the size of a bedroom. The ceiling was just tall enough that Marco and Addy could stand straight. The cave was furnished with a bed, a table laden with crystals, and a washbasin. A rug covered the cave floor. Silver drawings sprawled across the walls and ceiling, depicting constellations and planets. One wall featured a drawing that looked like an arched doorway adorned with runes.
The oracles sat on the bed, peering at them. Their azoth necklaces twinkled—jewels that could bend space and time. Their eyes reflected the purple stones.
"Hyds!" Marco breathed. "Hyds outside the cave!"
"How dare you say Marco should have married Kemi!" Addy cried.
Marco put a hand on her shoulder. "Ads, now is not the time." He looked back at the oracles. "I'm sorry for barging into your house. We needed shelter. Can you help us?"
The hyds' squealing echoed through the cave. When Marco peered down the tunnel, he saw their armored limbs stretch inside, squirming, trying to reach them. Erafel was shouting something, voice muffled. With his new "legs," he could not fit down the tunnel.
The oracles considered Marco and Addy, their three eyes glowing lavender, and their knobby hands played with their crystals.
"We have foreseen your coming," said Urim.
"But we foresee many paths from here," said Tummim.
"A great intersection of fates begins in this place," said Urim. "Those paths weave together into a bundle, and it is hard to see where they might lead."
The silver drawings on the walls changed. The ink glowed and wormed across the stone, runes straightening into lines, lines curling into spirals and bundles like balls of yarn. Many paths of possibility moved across the stone, tangling into a glowing star of light, then branching off again, crawling across the walls. Some paths led to the tunnel with the hyds, others into the floor, while some paths faded and reappeared and faded again. Others led toward the luminous doorway etched onto the cave wall.
"Here is where you must choose," said Tummim. "The path of war or the path of surrender."
"War," said Addy. "Every damn time."
"What kind of choice is this?" Marco demanded. "Who would choose surrender?"
The oracles turned their gleaming eyes toward him. They spoke in unison. "There are many who would. Would you die on your feet? Or live on your knees?"
"Die on our feet!" said Addy.
"Though many would choose life," said the oracles. "Even if life means kneeling. Even if life means living in the embrace of tentacles. Life is precious. Do not be so quick to throw it away, Addison Linden."
Addy snorted. "Nobody's called me Addison since my grandfather. I live free or I die free. I do not kneel."
But Marco looked again at the pathways. He thought he understood. The hydrians here on Hypnos were but a little outpost. Billions of them were flying across the galaxy. Many, perhaps, were even larger and stronger than Mezmeron. Humanity could face them. And likely fall. Or humanity could kneel. And maybe live. Die free or live a slave. What did you choose?
The tentacles reached deeper. The cave trembled. Cracks spiderwebbed across the walls, severing some silver strands. Already some possible future paths were being cut off. Erafel's voice came from outside.
"Come out, sinners, and kneel! Bow before Mezmeron, and he will spare your lives. Join the Light in the Void and worship!"
Marco looked up at the ceiling. The lines of silver rearranged themselves again, painting a new scene. Silvery squids swarmed across the ceiling toward a luminous Earth. They tore through what looked like the human fleet, reached the planet, and wrapped their tentacles around it. The silvery Earth cracked.
"Are we doomed to die if we fight?" Marco asked the oracles. "Is there no hope for victory?"
"Not without the child. Not without Kemi. You must find her, Marco. If there is hope … you must give her a child."
Addy fumed. Marco put a hand on her shoulder, calming her. So there it was. The choice. Surrender to Erafel and join his cult. Or fight and almost certainly die. But there was hope. Just a sliver perhaps. A hint. A hope that he barely understood. But hope nonetheless. He knew his path.
"We will fight," Marco said.
"Hell yeah!" Addy said, raising her fist.
"Oracles, can you help us?" Marco asked.
"We can open a doorway," they said. "A doorway to Earth. How to use this doorway—you may choose. You may escape this world, return to your lives, to your children, to your comfortable home in the forest. You may live a long life. It will be a full century before the arrival of Ninazu. You can raise your children and grandchildren and postpone all thoughts of doom. You can let a future generation fight this war. Or …"
"Or we can fight," Marco said. "We can tackle this problem now. We can face the danger head-on. And leave a safer world for our great-grandchildren." He heaved a long sigh. "Part of me wants to turn away from the danger. To bury my head in the sand. To leave this problem for others. Haven't we fought enough? Addy, myself, Einav—we've already fought so hard. Don't we deserve peace?"
"Such choices are always difficult," the oracles said. "If they were easy, all strands would flow across a single river, yet they branch into countless tributaries with every difficult choice we make. The universe is deterministic, but humans are not. You view the pathways of free will. With our choices, we change the universe."
Marco looked at Addy. She looked back and held his hands.
"I love you, Marco," she whispered, eyes damp. "I love you so fucking much."
He knew what that meant. He knew what Addy had chosen. He held her in his arms for a long moment, even as the tentacles squirmed and the cave trembled.
Then he looked back at the oracles. "Open the doorway to Earth. We're gonna need reinforcements. We're going to Earth but not to escape. We're going to get backup."
"Where on Earth would you like to go?" the oracles asked.
"Send me," Marco said, "straight to Einav Ben-Ari."




CHAPTER TWENTY 

Sand and Stone
Einav Ben-Ari, president of Earth, was doing something she had not done in twenty-five years. Attending boot camp graduation.
And not just any boot camp. But her old stomping grounds. Fort Djemila. Her old military base in the Sahara.
Einav stood on stage, gazing at the neat rows of soldiers. A thousand recruits were becoming privates today—a full battalion. They seemed so young. Just children. Had eighteen-year-olds always looked so young? They wore olive drab, berets topped their heads, and they held modern Masada plasma rifles. Beyond them spread the desert. The dunes rolled toward a horizon hazy with heat. A few concrete walls and barbed wire. Rows of tents. A mess hall and armory. Horizons of sand. That was Fort Djemila, the crucible that forged the souls of warriors.
Einav raised her eyes and gazed beyond the base walls. The Sahara was the largest, hottest desert on Earth. She was a desert child herself. She had been born in the desert. Her ancestors had lived among the dunes for thousands of years. She knew she didn't look it. Her hair was the color of these dunes, and her eyes were green like an oasis, but her blood flowed with desert gold. Thousands of years ago, her ancestors had toiled in Egypt, wandered the Sinai, and fought upon Masada—the mountaintop fortress that gave these rifles their name. The magic and mystery of the desert still sang to her, a song of her ancestors. She was Middle Eastern, and this was Africa, but the sand and sun and heat all felt like home. There was magic in the desert. Its beauty was cruel and dangerous and dazzling.
She returned her eyes to the soldiers below the stage. Ensigns stood before each platoon. Junior officers stood among them, many no older than twenty. To the recruits, they were gods. To Einav, they too seemed so young. Ensigns called out the names of their soldiers. One by one, recruits stepped up, saluted, and swore to forever defend Earth. The ensigns returned the salutes and pinned insignia onto the sleeves of their soldiers. From henceforth, they were no longer recruits. They were privates. Sworn, uniformed soldiers of the Human Defense Force. Protectors of Earth.
Einav stood among the senior officers, watching the young troops. Kids. Just kids! Their eyes beamed with pride. There—that was definitely a change. Last time Einav had been here, eyes had darted around in fear. That had been a time of war. Of humanity crushed under the claws of the centipedes.
Suddenly it was no longer 2166. No longer the time of Pax Terra. Einav beheld Fort Djemila as it had been a quarter century ago. A time of war and despair. She had been one of those young ensigns, all of twenty years old. She had pinned insignia onto the sleeves of Marco, Addy, Lailani, and all the other recruits in her platoon.
And then I led them to battle, she thought. Then we fought wars. Then they all died. All but Marco and Addy and myself.
In her mind, other images flashed by. Leading the platoon into the azoth mines of Corpus. Facing the centipedes in the tunnels of Arakavish. Battling the marauders and grays and cyborgs. Losing her arm. Holding young soldiers as they lost their lives.
She took a deep breath, pulling herself back to the present.
Enough, she told herself. This is a time of peace. The horrors are behind us. These young soldiers will not know war.
"They're marvelous, aren't they, ma'am?" said Colonel Murphy, commander of Fort Djemila. He was a tall, slender man with a white mustache and thinning hair. Einav had been shocked to find him still here. He had commanded Fort Djemila twenty-three years ago when Einav had trained her platoon here. His hair had been red then, but his back was still straight, his shoulders still wide. Murphy was well past the age of retirement, but he remained at his post, decades later, dedicated to training new generations.
"They're wonderful, sir," Einav said. She outranked him now. But to her, Murphy would always be her commander. And her mentor.
"Our alumni include starship pilots, three generals, two admirals—and a president," said Murphy. "We couldn't be prouder of you, madam."
She smiled at him. So often in politics, she gave people forced smiles. But this smile was genuine, flowing from deep inside her—a big smile that warmed her entire body. "And I'm proud to be one of your graduates, sir."
Damn, it felt good to smile! To smile fully. Truly. She took a deep breath, and the anxiety of the past few months, years, even decades seemed to part just a little like musty curtains, letting in a hint of light. Perhaps she would never be able to fully draw open those curtains, to escape the solitude and shadows of her melancholy. Perhaps she would never walk freely upon the grass and breathe the fresh air. But sometimes, trapped in her house of grief, she could peer out the window, and it seemed to Einav that the world beyond her despair was beautiful and full of hope.
More soldiers were taking their vows one by one, then returning to their platoon as privates, chests puffed out with pride. Einav had come here for all of them. Her PR people were happy. The famous war president, visiting her old military base! A woman of the people. It was good for her image, they told her. After the fiasco with the Methuselah serum, she needed to rebuild trust. People hated her for many reasons, she knew. Billions of humans wanted her to resign. But when it came to security, they trusted her. Nobody doubted that Einav Ben-Ari was a war heroine. She was the Golden Lioness who had delivered Earth from the alien onslaught. Here at Fort Djemila she was returning to her roots. She was grounding herself.
She had even worn a military uniform today, and a Masada rifle hung at her side. She had not done that in years. Technically she was a civilian now. But as president of Earth, she was commander in chief, mistress of the Human Defense Force, and she could wear a uniform if she pleased. Today she pleased. Today she wanted to remind the world of who she was. Not a politician. A soldier. She had not even worn a fancy dress uniform. Like the privates below, she wore simple fatigues. It was who she was. Who she had always been. She had almost forgotten.
But this was not just for herself. And not just for her image. Secretly, Einav was here for two soldiers in particular.
Einav saw one of those soldiers in the crowd. It was hard to miss her flaming red hair. She was a private of the fourth platoon, third company, fifth battalion. Terri Emery. Marco's daughter.
There were many basic training bases across Earth and space. Einav had not pulled any strings. Yet here Terri was, stationed in the same base—even the same company!—Einav and Marco had served in. It was a coincidence. Serendipity. Perhaps a miracle. The universe, God, fate, whoever or whatever it was—that force was here today. Einav felt that in her bones. This was meant to be.
Terri stepped up to her ensign, saluted, and took the vows of a soldier. The young officer pinned insignia onto Terri's arms. A single chevron. The rank of a private. Terri looked up at Einav, beaming, and saluted again. Einav nodded and returned the salute. The cameras were filming, of course. Well, let Carson Cobb chew on that. She could already imagine his cries of "nepotism!"
There was another recruit here Einav had come to see. There she was, walking up to receive her insignia. Tala de la Rosa.
Tala was the smallest soldier in the battalion. She barely stood five feet tall. Her skin was light brown, her hair black and bowl-shaped, her eyes dark and inquisitive. She looked just like her late mother. It was like seeing Lailani risen from the dead.
Pain stabbed Einav. She had to close her eyes. It was all too much. Lailani had been her soldier. Her dearest friend. Even—that one night long ago—her lover. Then Lailani had succumbed. The alien DNA had infested her, spread through her. She had turned against her friends, against Einav, and—
No. No, she couldn't dredge up those memories now. It still felt too raw. Even now.
Einav look a deep breath, opened her eyes, and looked at Tala. The young recruit had just become a private. She turned her arm toward Einav, showing off her new insignia, and beamed with pride. Einav smiled. Another true, warm smile.
Terri and Tala. Daughters of Marco and Lailani. A new generation. That soothed Einav. These new soldiers gave the world hope.
* * * * *
When all the recruits had metamorphosed into privates, a military band marched forward. Normally they'd just use speakers, but, well, the president was here today. That meant a real marching band.
They began to play "The Phoenix," the anthem of the Human Defense Force. Despite the pomp of the band, this was not a marching song. Not an upbeat tune. It was not a song about glorious victory, about battles won, enemies slain. It was a sad song. A song about the fragile beauty of Earth's green hills and blue skies. A song of the Cataclysm, that terrible year when the scum invaded, when Earth burned and billions died. It was a song of hope rising from the ashes. Of tearful eyes gazing toward the stars and dreaming. Einav had not yet been born during the Cataclysm. But so many of her parents' generation had died. And so many of her own generation had perished during the hardships that followed. She stood at attention as the band played. Everyone did, and many had tears in their eyes. Throughout history, many armies and nations sang proud, patriotic songs. The HDF sang a dirge.
This is who we are, Einav thought. This is our song. We are not warriors of glory. We are warriors of tears and warriors of hope. That makes us the strongest warriors in the galaxy.
When the anthem ended, Einav stepped to the edge of the stage. She spoke to the soldiers, reciting her speech from memory.
"Dearest graduating recruits! Congratulations on completing your basic training. You should be proud of yourselves for the hard work and dedication you have shown during these past few months. As you stand here today, you are not the same person who arrived here. You have undergone a transformation, both physically and mentally. You have learned the importance of teamwork, discipline, and perseverance. You have been pushed to your limits and have come out stronger and more capable than before. You have proved yourselves to be capable and committed service members, and I'm confident that you will continue to make us proud as you move forward in your military careers. In your future endeavors, you will …"
Her voice trailed off. They were all staring at her, awaiting her next words.
But none of these were her words. A speechwriter had prepared them. Not even a human one. A piece of software. The words felt stale in her mouth. Trite. She shoved the preprepared speech into the corner of her mind. She took a deep breath and spoke again.
"I fought my first battle in this base. I was twenty years old. The Scolopendra titania attacked us. Aliens we called the scum. Brothers and sisters of mine died here. Soldiers under my command—they bled into this sand."
Colonel Murphy glanced at her, one eyebrow rising slightly. Terri paled.
Einav continued speaking. "I wish none of you had been drafted. I wish none of you were soldiers. I wish you could take off these uniforms, throw away your insignia that you worked so hard for. I wish you could toss away your guns. But the truth is—peace is fragile. We defeated the scum, but new enemies rise again and again. Someday I may have to call upon you to fight. And some of you might die. And some of you who live will never be the same. You're standing here today because I failed. I failed to build an Earth that is secure. I lead a world where teenagers must lift guns and learn how to kill and just as importantly—learn how to die."
She paused, looking beyond them at the desert. What was she doing? She could already see her approval ratings plunge. Already imagine the headlines, the glee of her enemies, the terror of her PR team. But she was not a politician. She had been lying to herself all these years. She was still a soldier. Could a soldier lead Earth in a time of peace?
"I pray that such a day never comes," she said. "That you never fight like I fought. But if the day does come, I know that every one of you would step forward. That you would face the enemy, terrified as you might be. I know that you would kill, even lay down your own life, so that our world can be free. I am proud of you, soldiers of Earth. Of every one of you."
In the crowd, Terri was looking up at her, smiling, tears on her cheeks.
Einav turned to leave the stage when a hole opened in the fabric of reality.
She froze, blinked, and stared. The air itself ripped open, revealing a dark hole. A stench like overcooked seafood flowed over Einav. The battalion below gaped.
"What the hell?" Einav muttered. It looked like a wormhole. But humans only knew how to open wormholes the size of pinpricks, and—
"Coming through!" came a voice through the portal.
A wild, tattooed Viking, two blond braids flying in the wind, came tumbling out the wormhole. The barbarian slammed into Einav, knocking her down onto the stage, and sat on her. Everyone in the battalion let out a huge gasp. Colonel Murphy stumbled back, reaching for his sidearm.
"Oh, sorry, Einav." The blond barbarian rose to her feet.
"Addy?" Einav gasped, eyes so wide they almost popped out. "What are you do—"
"Heads up!" rose another voice, and Marco leaped out the portal. He slammed into Addy, who slammed into Einav, and soon all three were sprawled across the stage. Colonel Murphy looked ready to faint.
"Marco!" Einav cried.
Below the stage, Terri let out a strangled gasp. But after months of basic training, she was disciplined enough to remain in formation, to avoid calling out. Even when seeing her father stumble out of a surprise wormhole.
"Einav, listen!" Marco said.
She saw in his eyes this was serious. "Listening."
He spoke quickly. "This wormhole connects to Hypnos. Hydrians are attacking. A dozen small ones. One big one. Maybe more we haven't seen. We need help."
Einav's insides reeled. Hydrians. Oh God. Hydrians were real. The aliens prophesied to destroy Earth in a century. They were real, and they were attacking now.
But Einav let her shock disorient her for only a single second.
"I'll summon a commando brigade," she said. "Jericho Brigade serves half an hour away, and they're experienced fighters. They—"
"Einav, this portal is unsteady," Marco said. "It will collapse by the time Jericho gets here. We need backup now."
Oh God, she thought. Her head spun.
She looked at the soldiers below. Just children. Oh God, they were only children.
But then she hardened her heart.
We were only children too, she thought. We fought. They must fight too.
She turned toward the battalion. The young privates stared up at her, rifles hanging at their sides, insignia fresh on their arms.
"Soldiers!" Einav cried out. "Prepare for battle!"
* * * * *
Einav led the charge, leaping first through the portal to battle.
She tumbled down a wormhole. Lights flashed and streamed around her. Space and time bent. She was laughing, a baby in her crib, ignorant that her home had burned, that her homeland lay in ruin. She was a child, weeping over the grave of her mother. A mother killed by a simple beesting on a world where aliens roamed. She was a rebellious youth, a military brat, raised on army bases, running away to kiss boys and dream of a home that was no more. She was an old woman, frail, traveling among the stars, journeying across time to meet a child. A girl named Rowan. A hope for salvation. As she flowed in the river of space and time, she crossed a million light-years and saw a million lives.
Finally she tumbled out and thumped onto a hard floor.
At once she leaped to her feet and aimed her rifle, ready for action.
Within a second, she assessed the situation. She stood in a dark room. No—a cave. Conjoined twins huddled by the wall—the oracles from Addy's book. Armored tentacles were reaching into the cavern—a hydrian.
Einav opened fire.
Bolts of plasma bombarded the tentacles. Their armor cracked and crumbled, revealing soft flesh within. It was segmented carapace, Einav surmised. Similar to the natural armor of crabs. She kept firing, aiming at the holes in the carapace. The mushy tissue inside melted and leaked out, piling on the floor in a bubbling pink mass. Squeals sounded from the shadows. The wounded tentacle withdrew down a tunnel.
Behind Einav, the portal thrummed. Marco and Addy spilled into the cave. Both landed awkwardly, but they rose to their feet at once. While they still wore civilian clothes, they had grabbed rifles from Fort Djemila.
More tentacles burst from the tunnel.
Einav, Marco, and Addy stood side by side, firing together. A storm of plasma flared, bathing the cave with heat and light. The flames illuminated two hydrians squirming down the tunnel. Their suction cups grabbed the walls, tore out chunks of stone, and widened the passageway. The aliens were slowly making their way toward the humans. Their red eyes narrowed in the plasma light. Their jaws opened with deafening shrieks, revealing their saber-like teeth. Plasma blasted their carapaces, cracking the armor, boiling the flesh within. The three humans kept firing, shoving the aliens back. Like in the old days, they stood together, facing their foes.
The gunfire ripped off a tentacle. The appendage kept moving on its own, squirming toward the companions. Marco and Addy didn't seem to notice. They were busy shooting the head of the nearest hydrian, dislodging tooth after tooth. Einav lowered her rifle, aiming at the severed tentacle on the floor. It slithered toward her, as large as a crocodile, shedding armor as it advanced. The orphaned appendage had a mind of its own. The monstrous organ reached Einav and wrapped around her ankles. She drew a laser blade from her belt, slashed with the fury of a mother wolverine, and lacerated the limb. The tentacle emitted a sound like steam fleeing a punctured sausage. Or perhaps like the scream of a wounded rodent. It almost sounded like a cry of pain. Finally the severed digit thumped down and stopped moving.
Einav kicked the dead organ aside, then gave it another roasting of plasma for good measure. When the flesh melted, she was surprised to see bones inside the tentacle, segmented like a spine. So the hydrians, despite their squid-like appearance, grew both bones and carapaces. These creatures meant business.
For a moment, the hydrians withdrew to lick their wounds. The companions took deep breaths, gleaming with sweat.
"Just like the old days, huh?" Marco said, out of breath.
Addy hefted her plasma rifle. "Eh, I still miss bullets."
"Einav, these are only hyds," Marco said. "The foot soldiers. The hydrians have a caste system. Hyds are the smallest. Then hydlords, who are the size of blue whales. Then hydprinces, who are the size of cities. Then hydkings, the size of planets."
"And a hydqueen rules them all," Addy said.
"There's a hydlord nearby," Marco added. "Big. Tough. Real nasty guy. He commands the little ones."
Einav nodded. "We'll get him too."
"Oh, there's also a freak!" Addy said. "Erafel. He's half man, half—"
The portal thrummed behind them. Another soldier leaped out into the cave. Terri!
"Dad!"
She raced toward Marco. He gave her a quick embrace. The portal kept shining. More troops were emerging. The privates were pale, trembling. They gaped at the conjoined twins and the severed tentacle.
The cave shook. Einav peered down the tunnel. The hyds were grabbing the walls, cracking them, shaking them.
"They're trying to bury us!" Addy said.
Einav raised her rifle. "Charge!" she cried.
She ran down the tunnel, gun firing. Marco, Addy, and the privates followed.
* * * * *
With furious fire and echoing battle cries, they fought their way down the tunnel. It was a narrow passage. Einav led the charge, her plasma lighting the way. Marco and Addy fought at her sides, adding their fire to hers.
More privates emerged behind Terri from the portal. The young soldiers could not fire yet. They had no room and would not risk hitting their leaders. But they filled the tunnel, more and more emerging from the portal, ready to spill out onto the surface of Hypnos.
The tentacles flailed before them. One came close enough to knock Einav's rifle from her hands, then slam her against the wall. At once, Marco and Addy bathed the armored limb with white-hot flames. The tentacle withdrew, carapace cracking. Einav brushed sparks off her uniform, steadying herself. Her head rang. Her body ached. She kept advancing, firing until her rifle ran out.
"We need more juice!" she shouted over her shoulder.
"Privates, send more plasma packs!" Marco cried.
Einav retreated behind Marco and Addy, who still had some ammo. The hyds squealed before them, jaws snapping. The aliens kept pounding the walls, cracking the stone. Rocks cascaded across the cave.
Tala de la Rosa ran forth, dark and quick. God, she looked just like Lailani!
It's like having my old friend back, Einav thought.
"Here you go!" Tala said, handing Einav a plasma pack. The girl was trembling but stood her ground. All the privates did.
Einav loaded the fresh plasma pack and returned to the front line. A huge hyd filled the tunnel before her, several tentacles already gone. The enormous head of the beast would not shame the mightiest dinosaur.
And these are the small ones? Einav thought.
Working together, the companions sprayed the creature with plasma, melting its face, revealing the skull. The hyd retreated, still alive and squealing. The burned beast slammed against the hyds behind it. The humans kept advancing, blasting their way out. Their boots crunched over cracked carapace.
Finally they climbed over a barricade of severed tentacles and burst out onto the mountaintop. Einav squinted. The local sun blazed overhead, nearly blinding her. But she was a desert child, and her eyes quickly adjusted. She saw hyds across the mountain. Scores of them. The mountaintop was sunken like a bowl. A dormant volcano, Einav realized.
Marco stepped out behind her, his uniform charred, his rifle smoking. He stared across the mountain crest, eyes dark. "There are more now. Many more."
Addy joined them and nodded. "Good. More for us to kill."
Marco frowned. "They look bigger already. And their armor is darker. They're growing quickly."
Einav hefted her rifle, ready to keep fighting. But Marco touched her arm, drawing her attention.
"Einav," he said. "The first time we fought a hyd, it was flying through space. And it could fire blobs of corrosive ink. That stuff is like acid. These hyds are newborns. I don't think they can fly or shoot ink yet. But they're changing fast. We have to kill them quickly. Before they become much more dangerous. If they metamorphose during the battle, watch out for that ink."
Einav nodded. "Got it." Then she held her rifle overhead and raised her voice to a shout. "Soldiers—charge!"
She ran toward the enemy. With battle cries, Marco and Addy joined her. Once more, like they had so many times before, the trio ran together to battle. Behind them, the army of privates followed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The Cost of Freedom
War flared across the volcano. Plasma lit the mountaintop.
"For Earth!" Einav cried, leading the charge. "Fight for Earth!"
"For Earth!" Marco and Addy shouted, following their leader. Their voices rang out across this alien mountain a hundred thousand light-years from home. "For Earth!"
Before the three humans, the hyds chortled and reared. Plasma bolts pounded them. But the aliens did not fall back. They were newborns, but they were already bigger and stronger than humans. And they knew it. Only three humans? A trifle! Not even enough for a snack. The monstrosities stormed toward the trio, tentacles whipping and sweeping across the basalt.
A tentacle slammed into Einav, hurling her into the air. For a terrifying few seconds, she tumbled in midair. She hit the ground hard. A scream fled her lips. Physically, she was in her twenties again, but it didn't matter how young you were—falling like that hurt.
The tentacle came swinging down. Einav rolled, dodging it. The armored appendage slammed down beside her, cracking the basalt. She fired, hitting the hyd in the face, melting an eye. The creature retreated, screeching, only for two more to replace it.
Einav glanced toward her friends. Were they all right?
A tentacle grabbed Addy and lifted her into the air. The tattooed Canadian fought from above, raining plasma onto the hyd's head. The alien dropped her. Addy fell, but before she could even hit the ground, another hyd grabbed her. She kept firing, laughing as she burned her enemies. She seemed to be loving this. Crazy Canuck.
Marco was clearly not loving this, but he was still fighting bravely. He ran, dodging tentacles, hurling plasma bolts at the aliens. He was aiming for their open mouths. A weak spot. But then a tentacle hit him, and Marco flew through the air, slammed into a boulder, and moaned.
Einav couldn't help him. Two hyds were closing in on her. A tentacle lashed. Einav ducked. The armored limb hit a boulder, splitting the stone in two, revealing fossils inside. Another tentacle swept across the ground. Like a girl playing jump rope, Einav leaped over it. She fired, hitting one hyd in the mouth. The alien recoiled, but more kept coming. Too many. Too many!
"For Earth!" rose a cry from the cave.
Terri ran from the tunnel, gun firing.
"For Earth!" rose more cries.
One soldier after another emerged from the tunnel, charging to battle. Their plasma streaked across the mountaintop. The privates had come to fight.
When they saw the hyds, many faltered. One private fell to his knees and prayed. Another fled. Many shed tears. A tentacle swept across them, hurling privates into the air. It reminded Einav of a giant dog's tail scattering toy soldiers. Privates crashed into boulders, limbs breaking, screaming in agony. One private, seeing the horror, retched. Another private slumped down and simply stared blankly, paralyzed with fear. Einav had known soldiers who spent the rest of their lives simply staring.
She climbed over a dead hyd and raised her rifle overhead.
"Hear me, soldiers of Earth!" she cried. The wind caught her hair and unfurled it like a golden banner. "Fight for your planet. Fight for humanity. I am Einav Ben-Ari. With me, soldiers—for Earth!"
"For Earth!" Terri and Tala cried, charging to battle, guns firing.
"For Earth!" cried a thousand privates, joining the charge.
* * * * *
The battle raged across the mountaintop. Plasma sprayed every which way. From the distance, it would look like the volcano was erupting again. Hyds and humans crashed together. This was not just a battle for a mountain, Einav knew. Not just a battle for a planet. This was the opening salvo in a war that would change humanity forever. The greatest war. The war she had been born to fight.
A hyd grabbed a private, pulled the teenager into its mouth, and chomped down. Teeth like swords sliced the soldier. Blood splattered the basalt. Two hyds grabbed another soldier, yanked the young woman like a game of tug of war, and ripped her apart. Soldiers screamed. One fainted. One private collapsed, curled up, and prayed, only for a hyd to crush him.
But most of the privates kept fighting. Their plasma guns roared, roasting the monsters. Chunks of red-hot carapace slammed onto the mountaintop like globs of lava.
"Where is Erafel?" Addy shouted. She stood atop a fallen hyd, firing down at the others.
"I don't know!" Marco cried from the ground, torching a hyd of his own.
More privates kept coming from the portal. Colonel Murphy joined the battle, firing a rifle with each hand. The man was pushing seventy but still fought with the vigor of an angry sergeant.
The fierceness of humanity gave Einav hope. But according to Marco, the portal wouldn't last long. They had to get this job done fast. Or they'd be stranded here across the galaxy.
Every moment, more privates were emerging. They were inexperienced. Young. Terrified. But with sheer numbers, the tide began to turn. A thousand privates streamed onto Ur Eshuna. For months, their commanders had broken and reformed them into soldiers. Every private had just survived the crucible of boot camp, and they were like tempered blades. Fresh from the forge, yes. Still brittle, perhaps. But ready for battle nonetheless. They trusted their commanders. They trusted one another. With more of them here, their courage swelled. They fought like lions. They smote hyds upon the heights, sending the great, tentacled beasts crashing down the mountainside.
But the surviving hyds were still growing.
Their carapace darkened, hardened, becoming almost like metal. Their eyes began to glow red. They were metamorphosing, changing from larvae to the next stage of their life cycle, growing from hydlings to true hyds. A few sprouted metallic rings from their lower abdomens. The rings began to spin like astrolabes, weaving balls of fire. And the hyds rose into the air.
They were learning how to fly.
Many still stumbled and sputtered, unable to gain altitude. But three hyds reached a decent height, hovering over the battle. They aimed their tentacles down at the human soldiers.
"Take cover!" Marco cried.
And then it happened. The hyds fired blobs of ink.
Dark globs splattered the battalion. Soldiers screamed. The acidic ink burned through uniforms. Through skin. A private ran, covered with ink head to toe, his face melting to reveal the skull. He collapsed and the ink kept devouring him down to the skeleton. Another soldier stumbled around, arms black with ink, wilting down to stubs.
"Shoot them down, shoot them down!" Einav cried, firing skyward.
The soldiers joined her, firing at the terrors in the sky. More and more hyds kept growing, taking flight, and the ink rained.
* * * * *
Ink splattered the mountaintop like tar.
Soldiers screamed, burning, melting. The blobs even began corroding the basalt, digging holes into the mountaintop. More and more hyds kept rising, squirming in the sky like a storm cloud, their tentacles like tornadoes.
"Shoot them down!" Einav kept crying. She fired bolt after bolt, hitting hyds above. One alien crashed down, charred and broken. When it hit the ground, it splattered, scattering ink. Nearby soldiers screamed and fell, covered with the corrosive tar.
A few more hyds fell. When each hit the ground, it was like a bomb going off. The dark splatters tore through soldiers like bullets. For every hyd they shot down, two more took flight.
We need artillery, Einav realized. We need grenades.
She spotted Terri and Tala nearby. The two privates were shouting, firing at the sky. They tore down another hyd, crashing it onto the mountainside. But they were running low on plasma.
"Terri! Tala!" Einav cried. "Get back into the portal. Get to the armory at Fort Djemila. Bring us grenade launchers!"
The girls nodded and ran. No, not girls. Soldiers. They raced into the cave.
Hurry up, Einav thought.
She fired again, hitting a hyd before it could take flight. Her plasma pack dinged. Out of juice. Einav ran, found a dead soldier, and knelt beside him or her. The ink had eaten through the soldier's upper half, leaving little more than blackened bones. Einav grabbed fresh plasma batteries from the soldier's belt.
A hydling came scrambling over boulders toward her, tentacles flailing, mouth opening in a hungry roar.
Einav reloaded and opened fire. Plasma blazed into the creature's mouth. The alien thumped down dead. Einav kept fighting.
It seemed hours before Terri and Tala returned, carrying a crate of grenades. They had recruited several other soldiers along the way—not fighters but logistic troops from the base. Fort Djemila's quartermaster was here too—a burly, mustached man. They all carried crates of grenades and launchers.
God bless them! Einav thought, grabbing a grenade launcher.
A hyd hovered above. Einav fired. A grenade slammed into the tentacled terror, knocking it back in the sky. Droplets of ink rained. One hit Einav's thigh and seared through her uniform. Thankfully, she wore her skintight graphene armor beneath her uniform. It was the same armor she had worn in Noah's lab. The armor that had stopped the voidgazers' bullets. It barely slowed the ink down. The black ooze heated the armored fabric and sizzled Einav's skin.
Einav grimaced, ignored the pain, and fired another grenade. An explosion blazed above. The hyd tumbled back into the sky, fell off the edge of the volcano, and crashed onto the mountainside.
Marco and Addy ran up and grabbed grenade launchers too. So did many other soldiers. Hundreds of grenades were soon blazing skyward like rockets. Explosions filled the sky. Chunks of gray carapace, pink meat, and inky blobs rained.
Hyds were dying. More and more were crashing down. Humanity was pushing back. Humanity was winning.
But not without sacrifice.
As Einav fought, she saw them fall. Tentacles crushed them. Teeth lacerated them. Suction cups sucked hearts out from chests. Blood filled the mouth of the volcano, and bodies piled up.
They're only children, Einav thought, grief filling her heart.
But no. Their childhoods had ended when they had taken their vows. Today they were soldiers.
For an hour they fought, hammering the hyds until the last one fell, carapace cracked open, insides cooked and bubbling out.
The battle was over.
They had won. And Einav lowered her head, tears burning in her eyes.
* * * * *
A few privates began to cheer. But most were silent, staring around at the carnage. At hills of their dead. At bodies torn apart. A private crawled across the basalt, one of her legs gone. A young man leaned against a tentacle, clutching his belly, trying to stuff his entrails back in. A girl lay beside him, head crushed, long hair matted with blood and bits of broken skull and teeth. Her hand still twitched. One soldier had lost everything below the shoulders, but bizarrely, his eyes were still moving, his mouth still working silently, and it was long moments before he died.
Those cheering quickly fell silent. Some survivors looked around in numb shock. Others prayed or wept. A few were vomiting.
Einav approached Terri and Tala. The young women were pale, looking around, trembling. Tears flowed from their eyes.
"This is what victory in battle looks like," Einav said softly. "They don't show you this on the holofeeds. They don't write about it in the books. But this is victory. It's not a thing of glory or joy. Victory is the loss of friends. Victory is horror that never leaves you. Victory is mangled bodies. But victory is what we fight for. What we will always fight for. Because the alternative is the eternal nothingness of death. With this victory, our families at home will never see what we see here. With this victory, this burden, this haunting trauma—with this, we buy peace for those we love. We suffer this terror so our loved ones never have to. Is it worth it? Maybe not for us. But for those we protect, our sacrifice means everything."
As she spoke, she noticed that other privates had gathered around, that they were looking at her with tearful eyes, seeking comfort. She did not know what solace she had to give. Perhaps all she could do was remain strong. To be a pillar they could lean on.
Marco approached her, breathing heavily. Scrapes and bruises covered him, and an ink stain sizzled on his arm.
"Dad!" Terri cried.
"I'm all right," Marco said. "The bastards just nicked me a bit."
Terri began fussing over his arm, wrapping it in bandages.
"Marco," Einav said. "You said there's a bigger one. A hydlord. Where is he?"
"He lives below the mountain," Marco said. "I'll take you to him. But I'm not sure we have enough time. The oracles told me they can't keep the portal open for long. Maybe if we hurry, we can still—"
Ur Eshuna began to rumble.
The basalt cracked.
Soldiers swayed and fell. The ground opened up beneath them, sucking up soldiers and dead hyds alike.
"The volcano is erupting!" Addy cried, racing toward them.
"No," Marco said. "No smoke or lava are rising."
The mountain jolted. The basalt top cracked open like an egg. Tentacles burst out, larger and longer than those of any hyd. A huge mouth opened in the pit, swallowing fallen soldiers. Hydlord Mezmeron was rising.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Lost Girls
From Ur Eshuna he arose, encased in armor and gold. A god of the depths. The devourer of children. He had terrorized the Sumerians and crushed the souls of lost girls. Now he bloomed like a cancer upon the mountain, spreading his arms wide, opening his mouth to consume the world. With chthonic hunger he bellowed. He was a dweller of the dark and a lord of light. He was Mezmeron.
Soldiers fell into the pit that was his mouth. His teeth crushed them. His gullet sucked them down into a stomach full of acid. His arms swept the basalt lips that rimmed the mountain, grabbing humans, pulling them into his waiting maw. Today he did not seek to absorb knowledge, to collect minds. Today he would merely feed.
So there it is, Einav thought. A hydrian. A true hydrian, not just a lowly larva. One of the creatures I've been dreaming of. One of the terrors that will destroy the world.
She tightened her lips. She loaded a fresh plasma pack.
I cannot allow it. They cannot win!
As the tentacles flailed, as the great jaws swallowed soldiers, Einav felt that she faced an impossible war. She had fought many foes and defeated them all. But how could she defeat such terrors? How could she undo a prophecy written across the stars and etched across her nightmares? Was this one war she could not win? Would the Dreamer's dream come true, and all of Earth would fall to nightmare?
Marco came to stand at her right side. "I'm with you, Einav."
Addy came to stand at her left. "That son of a bitch was eating little girls." She slammed a fresh battery into her rifle. "Time to roast some squid."
Einav's heart soared, and once more, she felt like the dark curtains of her despair pulled back to let in the light. Her friends were with her. She could not lose hope with them at her sides.
Mezmeron was rising higher, widening the crack in the mountain. The entire mouth of the volcano was crumbling. Chunks of basalt the size of houses rolled down the mountainside. Rocks flew. The armored tentacles rose like skyscrapers, then came slamming down, crushing soldiers, shaking the holy mountain. Ur Eshuna was cracking like an egg, and a god was hatching.
"Stand along the lip of the volcano!" Einav cried to her troops. "Rain down fire on this demon!"
Soldiers ran as the ground collapsed beneath their feet. Many fell and slid toward the gaping maw. They scrabbled for purchase, grabbed stones, grabbed one another, tried to climb out. But the tentacles kept pulling them into the meat grinder. Mezmeron's jaws chomped. His tongue flicked. He devoured dozens. Maybe hundreds.
A few soldiers managed to reach the lip of the volcano, but instead of fighting, they fled down the mountain. It did them little good. Tentacles burst out from the mountainside, slammed into soldiers, and hurled them into the distances. Boulders cascaded. The entire mountain was crumbling.
Einav managed to climb onto the basalt ledge lining the volcano's mouth. Marco and Addy stood with her. They stared down into the huge open mouth. It was like another portal. A place of darkness and stench and despair. They were out of grenades. But the three friends aimed their rifles and unleashed hell.
Each of their plasma bolts could blast a hole through a human. Even a barrage of them barely fazed Mezmeron. The hydlord continued scooping up privates and chomping down. But more soldiers managed to race up the crumbling basalt, leap onto the jagged edge of the volcano, and rain plasma into the gluttonous mouth. Soon hundreds of privates ringed the volcano, filling the center with flame.
Take that, you son of a bitch, Einav thought.
The inferno washed over the gargantuan alien. Mezmeron screamed and flailed. His mouth closed. The lower half of his body was still inside the mountain. His head stuck out from the volcano, along with a ring of tentacles. Like the smaller hyds, he had grown an exoskeleton, but the carapace was expanding in the heat, cracking, falling off in chunks. It revealed …
Einav gasped. Faces? Faces in his tentacles? Human faces! The faces of girls. They were weeping.
Mezmeron began to spin around. His tentacles whipped in circles like the ribbons of a demonic maypole. As the god spun, the tentacles slammed into soldiers along the rim of the volcano, knocking them down the mountainside. One of the enormous appendages came swinging toward Einav. She fired uselessly as it rushed toward her. She tried to dodge, but there was nowhere to run. She saw the faces of the girls rushing toward her … and the tentacle hit her like a freight train. It knocked her down, and Einav fell, kept falling, and there seemed no end as stones rained and darkness seized her.
* * * * *
Addy stood on a basalt ledge as hell spread around her.
She saw the soldiers falling into the alien mouth. She saw the mountain collapsing, burying boys and girls. She saw Einav—her president, her commanding officer, her best friend—fall down the mountainside. All around her, Addy saw despair, the shattering of hope.
These were not new things to her.
Addy had been born into hell. She had never told anyone, not even her husband, but she had been born an addict. The baby of a junkie, a smoker, a broken woman. From her very first breath, Addy Linden had fought to survive. When her father was in prison, when her mother was passed out on the couch, Addy fought. She fought older kids in the schoolyard. She fought on the streets. She stole food to survive, and she smoked as a child, and she wandered the city when she dared not come home. Sometimes she would take the subways for hours, traveling below the mean streets of Toronto, sleeping on the trains. When others cowered in bomb shelters, she climbed onto roofs and watched the battles between the human starfighters and the scum pods.
When the scum attacked that day, when they killed her mother, Addy had found herself an orphan. She had moved into Marco's library, but still she fought. They stuck her in the remedial class and she fought her teachers. They told her she would amount to nothing, so she fought on the ice, a hockey player, throwing more punches than she scored goals, and she fought in the boxing ring, and then she became a soldier and she learned what fighting truly was. It was in the army that she discovered true hell.
They had given her what she had always wanted. A chance to fight for real. To become a true warrior, trained in death. So she fought the scum until she killed the bastards. Then she fought the marauders—did not just fight them but raised a rebellion against them! So she fought the grays and sent those demons to hell. She fought Lailani, one of her best friends, in a war that shook the galaxy. She fought because it was all Addy knew. All she had ever known. Because Addy had been one of the lost girls. Discarded into the dregs of society and forced to throw punches, to stab, to shoot, to fight every goddamn day to survive. Because if you didn't fight, they tossed you into the gutter and stomped on you.
She had crawled out of that gutter. Scarred. Tattooed. Broken. She joked about her freaks and her hot dogs, and she acted like a child. Because she had never experienced childhood. Because she had never felt joy, never laughed—not truly—for the first forty years of her life. When you lost your childhood, you were forever a child. When you had been lost, a part of you always wandered. Even now she was one of the lost girls.
She saw them now, stuck inside Mezmeron, a part of him, withered down to their heads. Her sisters. Her fellow lost girls.
As Mezmeron rose, destroying the battalion, Addy spoke to them.
"I know you are hurt!" she called to them. "Hear me, lost girls. Hear me, daughters of Hypnos. I know your pain. I know you're trapped. I know he scarred you. Fight him! His nerves are connected to yours. His mind is inside yours. And so you are inside his. Fight him! All of you, fight him together! Lost girls—I'm with you. Fight!"
Across Mezmeron, the faces calmed. The lost girls closed their eyes.
Through the cracked carapace, Addy could see it happening. Nerves thrummed. Electric bolts ran from the lost girls into Mezmeron's nervous system.
The tentacles stopped flailing. The hydlord roared.
"Fight him!" Addy shouted. "Together you're stronger."
The lost girls worked together, lips moved silently, sending all their anger, despair, all their dreams into the mind of their master. They had been slaves, but now they became like parasites, consuming their host.
Mezmeron let out a furious cry. He began sinking back into the mountain.
The surviving soldiers rallied. They fired on the retreating alien. Marco shoved a boulder, knocking it into the pit. The great stone slammed into Mezmeron's head, denting the carapace. Other soldiers shoved their own boulders. A few fired their rifles at the basalt, carving up chunks, sending an avalanche into the pit. Stones the size of cars buffeted the hydlord, crushing his head, jabbing his eyes.
"Concentrate your fire here!" Marco shouted. "Here—where I'm firing!"
Addy saw it. Marco was sweeping his rifle from side to side. With a steady stream of plasma, he was etching a line across the volcano's raised ledge. Addy fired with him. Many privates did too. The plasma carved a deep line into the stone. A crack as long as a city block appeared in the rock. And then, with a deafening roar, a chunk of the mountain collapsed and tilted inward. A monolith of basalt the size of a warship slammed into Mezmeron, broke apart, and buried the beast.
A single tentacle stuck out from the rubble, gave a final twitch, then thumped down.
Addy closed her eyes, tears on her cheeks.
He was gone. He was dead. She could no longer feel his malice. She fell to her knees, weeping. Vaguely she was aware of Marco hugging her, of Einav stroking her hair, and behind her closed eyes, Addy saw herself as a child, running free from the city of concrete and bones into a meadow of light.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

A Way Home
As the mountain settled, dark clouds gathered above like a blessing, shielding the survivors from cruel Nemesis. A cool rain began to fall, washing away the ink and dust and tears. Rivulets of blood streamed down the cracked mountainside like lava.
For long hours, the survivors toiled in the rain. They dug out the bodies of their fallen brothers and sisters. They arranged them in rows—neat formations of sacrifice. Only hours before, they had stood in such formations to take their vows, to become soldiers.
"They stayed true to their vows," Einav whispered, standing in the rain. "They fought for Earth. They gave their lives."
They never found the bodies of the oracles. Their grotto had caved in. The portal home was no more. Einav hoped that the oracles had managed to flee in time. She wished she could have spoken to them. Marco had told her of their prophecy, of the doom they foresaw for Earth, of a distant hope in a child not yet born.
We won a battle, Einav thought. But the true war has not yet begun.
They did not find Erafel either. Einav had never seen the High Gazer, the strange, mutated ruler of the Light in the Void. Marco and Addy had seen him lead the hyds here, but once Earth's troops had emerged, the cult leader had vanished. Einav had a feeling she would still get to meet him. Someday.
As they kept digging for bodies (and hopefully survivors), Einav realized they were stranded here. With the oracles missing, the portal was gone too. They were a hundred thousand light-years from Earth. The Bee's Knees docked on this world, and that ship could take a handful of people home. But how would they get hundreds of soldiers home? Well, Einav would have to worry about that later. She kept digging.
The mountain yielded more than bodies. As they dug, they revealed the crushed head of Mezmeron. The slab of basalt had cracked his skull. It was a skull that would not shame a blue whale, but the mountain had been stronger, shattering the bone. When they revealed the crushed head, Addy let out a cry and leaped inside, splashing around the brain like a parasite in blood.
Einav grimaced and covered her mouth. "Addy! What are you doing?"
Addy looked up from the shattered head, covered in brains, and grinned. "Digging for treasure!"
Einav felt sick. She turned toward Marco, who stood at her side. "What's wrong with her?"
"A lot," he said. "There are teams of psychologists still trying to figure that out. But I think I know what she's doing. I'll go help."
He leaped into the broken head too and helped Addy rummage through the leaking brain.
"Ugh!" Einav winced. "What are you two doing?"
Finally the pair climbed back toward her, beaming. Addy held a dripping purple crystal the size of a volleyball. Einav frowned. The crystal looked like … azoth? No, it couldn't be. Azoth crystals were always small. The largest in the galaxy, those that powered great starfighter carriers, were no larger than her finger. Einav's eyes narrowed. She reached out to touch the crystal.
"Is this what I think it is?" she whispered.
Addy nodded. "Real azoth crystal. The hydrians grow azoth inside their heads. When we killed our first hyd—this was before you arrived—we found a smaller crystal inside."
"Even the small one was the size of a baseball," Marco added.
Einav blinked and tapped the crystal. "It can't be. It must simply look like our azoth crystals. I've never seen them this big."
"Oh, these are real, all right," Addy said. "Unlike the fake jewels the voidgazers gave us. Cheap bastards!"
Einav wasn't so sure. How could this be real? She ran her fingers along the lavender facades. Light gleamed within like tiny galaxies floating through a universe. A crystal this large … it could power space stations. It could open wormholes. Not just tiny wormholes like the ones Noah had invented. Those ones were only a few atoms wide, large enough for communication, not spaceflight. But something this size …
"This is how hydrians travel between galaxies," Einav said. "It was always the great riddle. The question that plagued me. Even the Wormhole Road, even our mightiest warp drives—they could not cross intergalactic space. The best technology in the Milky Way could not achieve this feat, no more than a bicycle could cross the Pacific Ocean. But azoth crystals this large … yes, they could do it."
The three companions looked at the cloudy sky. Einav knew they were all imagining the same thing. Armies of hydrians traveling through space. Millions of Mezmerons and beasts even larger. Coming here.
"We will use this crystal," Einav said. "If it's real—"
"It is," Addy said.
"If it's real," Einav continued, "this will give us enormous power. Power to travel at greater speed than ever before. To open our own wormholes and not rely on the Wormhole Road. Maybe even to strike the hydrians on their home turf. Wherever that might be."
They were silent for long moments. Marco looked around at the destruction. At the rows of bodies in the rain.
"So it's war then?" he said softly. "Not just one battle but a war?"
"I wish it were not," Einav said. "I wish these privates had never seen battle. I wish the new recruits we train will never see what their comrades saw here today. I wish I could believe that Mezmeron was just a singular aberration, a cancer we removed before it could spread."
She looked into Marco's eyes, silent.
"But you don't believe that," he said softly. "They're coming."
"They're coming," Einav whispered.
Addy grabbed them both by the shoulders. Her face was hard, and her eyes burned with blue fire. There she was again. Addy Linden. The Queen of Fire. Leader of the Summer Uprising against the marauders. The fighter.
"And we'll be ready," Addy said.
* * * * *
With their portal home gone, the survivors walked across the landscape toward Solace-by-the-Void. Thankfully the clouds hid the punishing radiation, and the rain cooled them. Countless plants crept from cracks in the rocky surface to drink the rain. Flowers bloomed. Animals scuttled about. This had been a desert only hours ago. Now it became a meadow.
A thousand soldiers had emerged from the portal to fight. Half had perished. The survivors walked across the flowery field, solemn. The beauty of these lands could not soothe them. Many were carrying wounded friends on litters. They would return later for the dead.
"Only one hydlord and his brood wiped out half an HDF battalion," Marco said softly, walking with the soldiers. "How can we defeat an army of them?"
Addy slipped her hand into his. "Together."
They reached Solace-by-the-Void at sundown. Marco worried that Erafel would be waiting at the colony. That he would lead a host of voidgazers against them. But most of the voidgazers had died inside the mountain. And if any remained, they remained in hiding. The colonists welcomed the soldiers into their homes. The colony doctor and his nurses rushed to help. People brought food, water, blankets. Many soldiers collapsed and wept. Colonists comforted them, tended to them, shed tears with them. Medics walked among the survivors, handing out radiation pills.
"We killed their god," Marco said, looking around with wide eyes. "Yet they're so kind to us."
"We liberated them from a demon," Einav said softly. "Erafel and his voidgazers were sacrificing their daughters. These people didn't love Mezmeron. They feared him. This planet will become a great bastion in the fight against the hydrians. The lighthouse above the temple will become our most important watchtower."
"Outta my way, make room!" Addy was shouting, shoving her way toward the food deliveries. "Hey, got any hot dogs?"
There was much to do. Colonel Murphy took charge. The battalion's surviving officers and sergeants organized. Some collected the donations of food and water and rationed them. Other soldiers prepared a field hospital. One platoon volunteered for a morbid task. They took trucks from the colony and drove back to the mountain to retrieve the dead. It would take days, perhaps, to collect the bodies and identify them. Some might never be identified. Some might never be found at all.
While this work went on, Marco, Addy, and Einav took on a task of their own. Armed with plasma rifles, they headed toward the Lighthouse in the Void. The temple loomed, shaped like a hydlord carved of stone. Its buttresses clutched the ground like tentacles. Its gateway formed a hungry mouth. From this dark temple, the cult had ruled this planet. No more.
"We search for remaining voidgazers," Einav said. "We'll bring them to justice."
Addy slammed a plasma pack into her rifle. "Hypnos will be devoidified."
They kicked down the temple doors and barged in, guns at the ready.
"Die, bastards!" Addy shouted, spraying plasma. "Die!" She tossed back her head and laughed as she fired.
"Addy, stop!" Marco said. "The temple is empty."
She lowered her smoking gun. "Ah. Oops." She winced. "Kinda burned their holy books there." She shrugged. "Well, no biggie. You don't cry over spilled milk."
"Looks like you also burned the pantry," Marco said, pointing at a pile of burnt food behind the pews.
Addy fell to her knees and tossed back her head. "Why, God, why?"
They searched the temple room by room, seeking voidgazers. They found none.
A call came in from Colonel Murphy. "Madam President? We searched the spaceport. All the starships are gone. Erafel and his fellow voidgazers must have fled. They left only one starship behind. And it's the oddest ship I've ever seen. It looks like a giant bee, madam."
Addy overheard and gasped. "The Bee's Knees! We have a way home!" She bit her lip. "I'm not sure we can squeeze in five hundred troops though."
"With all the hot dogs you've been eating, I'm not sure we can squeeze you in," Marco said. "Ow, ow! Addy, stop punching me!"
As Addy chased Marco across the temple, Einav climbed the lighthouse stairs. When she reached the top, she found that the light was off. There was darkness in the void. She lit a new light. Not a beacon for evil in the night. Not a light to summon the terrors from the beyond. This light was a flag. This light was a declaration of strength and pride. This was the light of humanity. It did not call the hydrians. It warned them. What was once a lighthouse would become a watchtower.
"We are here," Einav said softly. "This is our watchtower and this is our world. We are ready for you."
"Einav!" came a voice from her comm. "Einav, it's Marco. We found something downstairs behind the nave. You better come see this."
Einav rushed downstairs, heart pounding. Had they found Erafel? Following Marco's voice, she crossed the nave and entered a back office. Marco and Addy were there, standing before a wooden table. An electronic device stood on the tabletop, covered with gears and pipes.
Einav's eyes widened. She recognized this device. Her late husband had invented it.
"A communication wormhole generator!" she said.
Marco nodded. "It's tuned to Earth. I'm guessing Erafel used it. Probably to speak to his agents. The same ones that attacked us."
"I tried using it," Addy said.
"I tried to get Addy to wait," Marco said. "So we could discuss with you first."
"I couldn't wait!" Addy said. "Those bastards attacked our house. So I called whoever this wormhole is already tuned to. But nobody answered. Maybe even on Earth we got them all."
"We did kill a bunch of 'em," Marco said.
Einav remembered that day in Noah's lab. Her young intern, Rume, drinking the serum and aging rapidly, crumbling before her eyes into dust. The image would likely always haunt her. Well, she could add it to the long list of horrors etched onto her mind. It was strange how the mind worked. How it collected shards of terror and replayed them over and over. At night those memories arose, sometimes merely snapshots, photographs in the album of her traumas. She had added new images to that macabre carousel this year.
She placed her hand on the wormhole generator. "There's a small azoth crystal inside the device. No larger than a grain of rice. A capacitor draws in spacetime, and the crystal warps it, opening a tiny wormhole to Earth. Of course, a crystal that small can't open a wormhole any larger. Addy, do you still have Mezmeron's crystal?"
Addy's eyes widened. "Are you thinking … really?"
"Think it'll work?" Einav asked.
Addy bit her lip and her eyes lit up. "Worth a try."
Einav nodded. "So try."
Grinning, Addy got to work. Marco raided the temple basement, where he found tools. Soon Addy was taking the machine apart gear by gear, running tubes and cables everywhere, and kludging an adapter that could fit the larger azoth crystal.
"Are you sure you know what you're doing?" Marco asked.
"Nope!" Addy said. "But I'm tinkering, and that usually works. Eventually."
An hour later, she was reassembling the machine back. She rubbed her hands together, grinned, flipped a switch, and … nothing happened. Addy muttered and took the machine apart again. She kept tinkering. An hour after that, she reassembled the wormhole generator. Mezmeron's huge crystal sat beside it, covered with machinery. Addy flipped the switch again. The machine coughed, grunted, and belched out a puff of smoke.
Marco looked up from a book he was reading. "Maybe the crystal is fake."
"It's not fake," Addy said. "It's just that this stupid machine is a piece of junk!"
She kicked it. Hard. While wearing a clog. The machine rattled on the table. A few pipes dented. A gear spun. And the crystal began to glow.
Addy gasped. "It's working! Poet! Einav! It's working!"
Across the room's brick wall, a portal opened. Beyond it they saw green hills. A distant mountain capped with snow. A city on the horizon. Earth. They had a way home.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

A Prayer for Earthrise
Marco and Addy chose to leave the Bee's Knees behind. The ship had cost a small fortune. But it was also slow. It would take weeks to fly home. They could not wait that long to see their twins again. To hell with their starship. Like the battalion survivors, they took the portal home.
It was two months since they left home. It felt like an eternity. Marco and Addy were exhausted. They had been beaten, shocked, chained in a dungeon, bathed with radiation, and nearly fed to an alien. They had fought one of the hardest battles of their lives. They had barely slept in three days, and Addy had not eaten a hot dog in a week. But the instant they landed on Earth, before they even took a shower or ate a meal, they headed toward Einav's house. The twins were staying there. Marco and Addy could not wait.
They flew in a shuttle over the hills of Jerusalem. Einav was flying. Addy chattered on about this and that, but Marco was silent, just looking out the window. Earth seemed the same. The cypresses and pines grew across the hills. The golden walls of Jerusalem shone under a distant sunset. The dunes rolled into the east. Earth was still beautiful. Still his precious home. Marco could almost imagine that Hypnos had just been a dream. That he was waking up. It was hard to imagine that these trees could someday burn, that the walls of the holy city might fall. But he had seen enough war to know how fragile Earth was and how precious.
There it was. A brick home on a hill, nestled among slender cypress trees, coiling olive trees, and sprawling lantana bushes. Einav's house. To Marco it had become like a home too.
He looked at Addy. She looked back and smiled softly. Their hands clasped together. As always, they could speak without words.
We were in hell, they both said. But we're home.
As soon as they landed the shuttle, the kids burst out the door and ran across the garden. Marco and Addy ran toward them and knelt on the ground. Roza and Sam crashed into their arms, laughing and kissing them, but Marco and Addy could not laugh. They held their children so tightly, and tears flowed down their cheeks.
"Mom, Dad, why are you crying?" Sam asked.
"Tears of joy," Marco told them. "Tears of joy because we missed you. Because we love you so much."
Einav stood nearby, embracing Carl, her beloved son. They stood on the hill together as the sun set. When the stars appeared, Marco looked up and imagined the horrors that were coming. But that was not today. That was not for a very long time. Maybe not for a century.
But was a century really that long?
During his battle at Hypnos, Marco had shoved aside all thoughts of the Methuselah serum. Undercover, playing a character, it had been easy to forget. But now he was home. He was Marco Emery again. He was hugging his children. His mortal children who were growing up so fast. And he might live for centuries. He might live to see tragedies, to feel loss, to experience too much to bear.
It would be a long life. And that horror nearly crushed him even as he knelt here with his family.
* * * * *
The next few days passed in a haze. On the first day home, they visited their doctors. They were tested for radiation, bandaged and patched up, and given the all clear. On the second day, they attended the funerals of the fallen. Hundreds of privates had perished to defeat Mezmeron and his children. Marco, Addy, and Einav stood solemnly, wearing white, grieving for the loss. Terri had come too, standing still and silent, tears on her cheeks. The girl had known many of the fallen. Half her platoon had died. In one day, she had experienced the same loss that still haunted her parents decades later.
"I wanted you to live in a time of peace," Marco told her that morning. "I never wanted you to fight like I had to fight. I'm sorry, Terri." His voice choked. "We failed you."
He hugged her as she wept in his arms.
On the third day, Marco, Addy, and the kids returned to their home in Canada, and they tried to ease into their old lives. To watch hockey games, to eat family dinners, to be as they had been. But the twins no longer agreed to sleep alone, and they came into their parents' bed at night, speaking of monsters. On the fourth day, Terri returned to her military service, and she was stationed on Ganymede, days away from Earth. Whenever news of Ganymede's rebels came in, Marco's insides twisted. He could not bear the thought of Terri fighting again.
On the other side of the world, Einav roamed the halls of Bet Eretz late every night. She could not sleep. During the days, she did her work as president. Dealing with politics. With the press. With the million tasks of running an empire. And at nights she wandered the halls of her palace, and she remembered the temple on Hypnos, remembered gazing upon the mural of a hydrian clutching the world. Not a hydlord like Mezmeron. Something bigger. Something far more dangerous. A god of the void. She whispered his name into the shadows.
"Ninazu."
And the days went by.
They became weeks.
Then months.
Then finally years.
Three years to the day Hydlord Mezmeron was slain, Terri completed her military service. She returned from Ganymede older. Even more somber than before. Her cheeks were gaunt, and a hardness filled her eyes. She was twenty-one years old. Finally the family was together again.
That night, after their children were asleep, Marco and Addy sat outside on the patio, listening to the crickets and watching the fireflies dance. They cracked open bottles of beer and sat silently for a long time. Frogs trilled, and the stars shone between the rustling maple leaves.
Finally Marco spoke. "Terri is catching up with us. She's twenty-one. According to the doctors, we're not much older. Biologically, at least."
"We are aging," Addy said. "But slowly."
"Addy … we still have a little serum. The vial we kept. What do we do?"
She took a sip of beer, thinking for a long time. "We let Terri decide for herself."
"And the twins?" Marco said. "The longer we wait, the greater the risk. They're only thirteen. Do we decide for them?"
"No!" Addy said. "I won't risk their lives. No. When they're older, they can decide for themselves. And Marco—I hope they say no."
The next day, they had the talk with Terri. They told her about the Methuselah serum. That it could kill her. Or that it could extend her life. She found both options equally horrifying. She said no.
"Smart girl," Marco told her.
"Dumb dad," she told him.
He laughed. They all had to laugh. It was better than crying.
That winter was a good winter. A time of sitting by the fireplace with family, playing games, solving puzzles, painting, trying to forget the pain. Trying to savor every moment of love. It was that winter, as snow blanketed Canada and the world was at peace, that Addy picked up the latest volume of Freaks of the Galaxy. Marco rolled his eyes.
"Again with that stupid book?"
"But it's a new edition with more freaks!" Addy said. "Look!"
She leafed through the pages, giddy as a child, then dropped the book in shock.
Marco saw it. The oracles. He lifted the book. A photograph of them appeared inside, heads conjoined, eyes gazing at the camera. Those eyes seemed almost to stare at him from the page. According to the book, they no longer lived on Hypnos. They worked as fortune tellers in Mumbai.
"Stupid oracles," Addy muttered. "Liars, those ones." She tossed the book aside. "Kids! Come on. Let's go play some hockey."
Yet Marco kept thinking about the book. He kept remembering what the oracles had said. More days went by, becoming weeks and months, and the kids grew older, and peace stretched on, but Marco found no rest.
One day in winter, Addy took the kids to Toronto to a hockey game. They would be gone all day. And secretly, Marco took a shuttle into orbit and landed in India.
He walked through the bustling streets of Mumbai, sweating in the heat, dodging rickshaws and mopeds. It took him hours to find the place, but finally he was there. A dinky little fortune tellers' shop in the market, tucked away behind curtains of beads.
The oracles were waiting for him. Or so they claimed, at least. Maybe they said that to everyone. The conjoined twins smiled, seeming more at ease, more human and less mystical than the strange "Oracles of Hypnos." A boy worked in their shop, and he served Marco rich chai and biscuits. After Marco tipped him, the boy bowed and left the room.
"So you've come for your fortune?" Urim asked. Through she shared a head with her sister, she had a face of her own, wrinkled and wise.
"You know why I'm here," Marco said.
"You want to know about the woman," said Tummim. She had only half a face. The other half—if it existed at all—was buried in her sister's cheek, one eye forever gazing internally. "You want to know about Kemi."
"You told me I needed to have a child with her," Marco said. "You told me she's alive. What do you mean? Where is she?"
"She is waiting," Urim said. "Waiting for you. She has been waiting for twenty years."
"Your child with Kemi will beget a child," said Tummim. "And that child will beget a child and a long line will travel down the generations. To her. To the girl who will save the world. It must begin with you."
"It always begins with you," said Urim. "With every line of light in the void."
Marco shook his head. "Kemi would be forty-seven now. Too old to have children. Even if she were alive. And I saw her die. She died in my arms."
Tummim nodded. "She died at twenty-seven."
"And she is twenty-seven still," said Urim.
"You know of what we speak," they said in unison. "You know where her soul awaits."
Marco's throat constricted. For a moment he could not speak. "Yes. I saw her soul leave her body. I saw it enter a seashell. I still have that shell, and it still glows. But her body is gone. Her body is buried!"
"No, Marco," Urim whispered. "She's in another place. She's at peace. She walks along the beach and collects seashells, and the wind blows through her dark hair. Every morning, she awakes and the sand tickles her feet, and she watches the waves, and every night, the music of the sea soothes her. She does not feel the passage of the years. She is not lonely and does not grieve. She is like a memory, a wisp, a spirit of the sea. But every day, Marco, when she looks at the sea and hears the waves … she calls to you."
Tears ran down Marco's cheeks. "How do I find her?"
"When the time is ready … you will know," Urim said.
"You will know," Tummim whispered.
As he flew back to Canada, Marco thought of their words. The next day, he walked for hours in the forest, thinking of Kemi, thinking of that great love from his past. He imagined her walking barefoot in the sand, watching the waves, the wind in her dark curls. He could almost hear her voice calling to him.
But that night, he sat with Addy on the couch, and he held her, and their children sat around them. And his heart swelled with love. He had loved other women. He had loved Kemi in his youth. He had been engaged to Lailani as a young man. He had married Tomiko, though it ended in tragedy. He found solace for a night with Yulia, and she had given him Terri. There had been other women too, some short flames and others great fires. But he had never loved another like Addy, this tigress, this warrior, this angel, this precious woman who meant more to him than life. The others were shooting stars and Addy was the sun.
"I love you more than I can say with words," he told her that night. "More than there are stars in the sky. More than there are galaxies in the universe. More than anyone has ever loved another. You're my second half. You're the beat of my heart. You're the light of my life. My Addy. You are always, forever my only one. My soul mate. My love."
They made love and held each other until dawn.
Kemi was at peace. She had the beach and the waves and the water. She did not feel the passage of time. When he was ready, he would know. But not now. Not yet. Still Kemi called to him, the wind in her dark curls. But he did not answer.
* * * * *
The years glided by like so many falling leaves.
They were years of peace. Of Pax Terra. But they were not free of trouble. They were times of great history. Of events that forged the path of mankind. Ganymede rose again in rebellion, and though she was quelled, she became the graveyard of many. The planet of Bahay was discovered. A planet of human colonists who, centuries ago, had traveled the stars aboard alien starships. Science marched forward. The human empire grew. The starships of Earth sailed the cosmic oceans and discovered new lands, settled new worlds. Some called it the golden age of humanity.
Einav Ben-Ari led the world through these eras of history. She who had led humanity through its greatest perils saw humanity reach it noblest heights. And through it all, she never told anyone that she was a Methuselah. That she was one of the few who had taken the serum and survived. Still she used her scrambler jewels, feigning normal aging. Holographic wrinkles and white hairs adorned her, and at night, when she returned home, she removed her disguise and became young again.
She never remarried. She never made new friends. Eventually she could not tolerate the loneliness. Carl grew up and went off to the army. So did Roza and Sam. Sometimes Einav felt that all she had left in her home were ghosts.
One day she called Marco and Addy, and she told them: "We live in lonely houses. Houses full of empty rooms and echoes. Come fill mine."
And surprisingly, they did. Marco and Addy. Her old soldiers. Her best friends. Her family. They left their home in Canada, for it held too many good memories, and its empty rooms echoed with too much silence. They moved into Einav's little brick house on the hill, overlooking the walls of Jerusalem.
Sam became a pilot in the military, and he flew missions in a starfighter, protecting distant colonies. Roza became a Krav Maga instructor while Carl worked in military intelligence. He dedicated most of his time to studying signals from beyond the galaxy. During their long months away, Marco wrote his novels, Addy built her machines, and Einav led the world. And they aged so slowly.
When Terri turned thirty, she started to look older than them.
But these were years of joy. Terri became an artist and painted great masterpieces and murals that were adored around the world. She married a fellow artist, and she gave Marco and Addy a grandchild, a boy with red hair and bright eyes. Marco and Addy looked barely thirty, and they were often mistaken for the baby's parents. When this happened, they pretended to laugh and hid their pain.
A few years later, Carl Ben-Ari and Roza Emery got married. To each other. It shocked everyone other than Einav, who had seen it coming years ahead. Carl had grown into a studious man, a dreamer who gazed in wonder at the stars. He got that from his father, the late professor. But there was a sadness to Carl too, a tragic wisdom he got from his mother. Meanwhile, Roza was Addy reborn, a firebrand who melted Carl's melancholy. Within a year of their marriage, they gave birth to Adam Ben-Ari. A second grandchild to Marco and Addy. A first to Einav.
A year later, Sam Emery came home with his fiancée. Tala de la Rosa. Lailani's daughter.
Marco had nearly fainted. Thirty years ago, he had almost married Lailani, and Tala looked like a copy of her mother, dark and delicate but with fierce black eyes. They all welcomed Tala back into their family with immense joy. She was a lost girl finally back home. Together, Sam and Tala had a child they named Tom. Tom Emery. Another grandchild in their growing clan.
The days were long and the years were short. Marco and Addy played with their grandchildren and watched their children grow older. Watched their hair turn gray. Watched them age like normal humans aged. While they remained Methuselahs. Cursed to linger.
Their grandchildren grew older. Terri's son, Ben, became a great artist who moved millions. Adam became an officer and military leader. Tom became an explorer, commanding a starship across the galaxy and discovering new worlds. And they had children of their own. And the years were short but life seemed so long.
They were not the only Methuselahs on the planet. The serum was gone now. In a great war, they had purged it from the world. But those who had taken the drug lived on, aging barely a year every decade, forced to watch those they loved grow old and die. Every once in a while, Marco and Addy would catch a story on the news. Another Methuselah had committed suicide. Some of the survivors organized a support group. Marco and Addy attended one meeting. Several dozen Methuselahs gathered to talk about the old days. None looked older than forty. Some brought their frail, white-haired children with them. At next year's meeting, several Methuselahs were gone. They had taken their own lives.
History marched on. Earth colonized more worlds. Humanity built more starships. The watchtower kept gazing into the void. No aliens attacked in this generation, and many species came to trade with Earth, sharing technological secrets and resplendent goods. But these were not times free from turmoil. The people of Ganymede rebelled again. And the world of Bahay clashed with Earth's fleet. Even on Hypnos, which Einav had reclaimed for her empire, a new generation rose up against her rule, demanding freedom. Demanding the return of the gods. With no external enemies, humans turned upon themselves. A battle between Earth and Bahay slew hundreds, and more colonies declared their independence.
Marco and Addy were not idle during these years. They helped Einav in her quest to lead humanity. They flew in great starships to distant worlds. They stood always at their leader's side. But as one generation replaced another, and a third generation replaced that one, people began to forget the old alien wars. Talk of hydrians seemed like a myth. Or perhaps paranoia. The terrible wars against the scum, marauders, and grays seemed like ancient history. Aliens were creatures from the far past, no more threatening than dinosaurs.
Not to the Methuselahs. They remembered the aliens. They remembered the wars. But to many, the Methuselahs were seen as oddities. Strange, ageless beings almost as mystical as aliens. Addy was amused one day to see herself and Marco in the latest edition of Freaks of the Galaxy.
For decades, Einav led the world, using her jewels to mimic aging. In the press, she appeared as an old woman, delicate and white-haired, yet all saw the steel in her eyes. The generations of soldiers she had led slowly aged and perished. The veterans who had charged with her against alien hordes faded away. And people forgot the warrior Einav Ben-Ari had been. They forgot the Golden Lioness who had delivered them from evil. Until one day she lost the election. She lost the presidency. The press called her a senile old warmonger. A relic from a barbarous past. They discarded her with scorn. She was eighty-five years old.
That day, she met Marco and Addy in the home they shared on the hill. Indoors, she discarded her scrambler jewels, doffing the wrinkles and white hair. Einav stood before them as a Methuselah, cursed with youth. She looked barely older than thirty. But she bore the grief of generations.
They left Earth the next morning, and for several years, they traveled the galaxy. Just the three of them. Marco. Addy. Einav. The three who had been together for so long. They explored new worlds. They discovered new aliens. Often they spoke of the old days. They remembered their time in Fort Djemila over seventy years ago. They spoke of those they had lost. Those they still missed. Lailani and Kemi and Benny and all the others. The rest of humanity seemed different to them now. Ephemeral. Few remained who remembered the alien wars. Few who could understand. The trio had fought for humanity, but more and more, they found themselves shying away from other humans. Retreating into their own friendship. They had become like a species apart. They were lonely.
Sometimes from deep space, they gazed back at Earth. And they wept. They saw a new president lead Earth in a war against Bahay. They saw armies clashing. Cities burning. Millions dying. Adam Ben-Ari, Einav's grandson, fought in that terrible war, then ran for office and became president of Earth. They said he was riding the coattails of his grandmother, and perhaps in a sense he was. But he brought peace. He was a wise ruler. And while Einav hid from the world, she still guided him.
With his grandmother there to mentor him, Adam fixed many things. He mended rents in humanity. But so many had fallen. So little trust remained between humans. Perhaps they needed aliens to attack. Perhaps they needed monsters. That forge had hardened them. Without it humanity fractured. And still the watchtower gazed into the darkness, an oddity from a bygone era. The people mocked it. A tower on the edge of the galaxy, staring at nothing. But every year, Einav visited that tower, stared herself into the darkness, and imagined the hydrians and their horrors. Perhaps it had all been a dream.
Many years after leaving Earth on their adventures, three old Methuselahs returned home.
Marco, Addy, and Einav walked along the hills of Jerusalem. It was strange. So much time had passed, yet this place remained the same. The walls of Jerusalem still rose as they had for thousands of years. The dunes still rolled into the horizon. That soothed them. Despite the great clashes and storms of history, some things remained the same. Some things always did.
The old house on the hill was still there. It still belonged to their family. Several new houses rose around it now. The homes of their kids. Their grandkids. A village. A whole clan of Emerys and Lindens and Ben-Aris.
When they approached the village, their great-grandchildren dropped from the carob tree branches, burst out from gardens of lantanas and anemones, hopped out their limestone homes, and ran toward them, laughing. Biologically, the three Methuselahs were not yet forty. With strength still in their backs, they scooped up the little ones, laughing and wrestling.
"We're home," Marco said.
They walked toward Einav's old house. The oldest house in this village. The door opened. Sam and Roza stepped into the garden to greet them.
The twins were old. They leaned on canes. Their hair was white and wispy, their backs bent. Their hands were liver-spotted, their eyes nearly blind. When she saw them, Addy's eyes flooded with tears. She embraced them gently and kissed their wrinkled cheeks.
"I'm home," she whispered to her children. "Your mother is home."
The others stepped out from their homes. Terri was in her nineties now, her once-red hair gone white. Carl had become a wise old professor, renowned for his great discoveries. Tala was little and gray but still feisty as ever. She had become a wealthy jeweler and merchant, shrewd and quick.
Space still beckoned with all its wonders. But Marco, Addy, and Einav decided to stay home this time. They moved into their old house. And they took care of their children. The days went by, and their children became frailer. With their old joints, they could not walk much anymore. In time, they lost their independence. Marco, Addy, and Einav tended to them. They bathed them. They fed them. They changed their diapers.
"The way we took care of you when you were babies, we will take care of you now," Marco told his sweet children.
They smiled up at him, toothless. "Daddy."
"We've come home," Addy told them. "We're always here for you. We love you."
It was Terri who passed away first. She had lived into her nineties, and she died in Marco's arms. She took her last breath smiling, comforted in his embrace.
A few years later, the twins fell ill. They were near a hundred and their breathing was labored. Marco held his beloved Roza while Addy held her Sam.
"We'll always take care of you," Addy whispered through her tears. "We love you forever. Mommy and Daddy are here."
Dearest Sam and Roza—they died on the same day, held and loved.
A year later, when Carl passed at the age of a hundred, Einav stood all day on the hill in the rain, and at night, when the clouds parted, she stood in the same spot, gazing at the stars, silent. She asked to be alone, and for that long day and lonely night, she contemplated the skies.
That spring, flowers bloomed over the hills of Jerusalem, the turtledoves sang, the ancient olives gave forth fruit as they had since time immemorial. But the three Methuselahs found no joy. No comfort. Any passerby would mistake them for people in their late thirties, no older. But they would sense a far older sadness, a tragedy beyond what normal lives should bear.
"It is a cruel thing, this curse of ours," Einav said, standing barefoot among the cyclamens. "We ate the fruit from the Tree of Life, and our punishment is worse than banishment from Eden."
Addy stood beside her, the wind in her long blond hair. "Our children are gone." She lowered her head, tears falling. "How can we still linger? Sometimes I want to end it all. To jump into the sea and drown."
Marco stood between the two women. His two closest companions. Two who had been with him for a century of struggle and loss—but also of joy and discovery. He took their hands in his. Addy Linden. Einav Ben-Ari. The two great lights of his life. The two stars that forever guided him.
"Look," he whispered. "Look into the valley."
Standing on the hill, the three friends gazed down into the flowering valley. Children played there. They gamboled among anemones and cyclamens. They climbed the carob trees and swung from the branches. They fenced with wooden swords and chased one another around the olive trees. The sound of their laughter rang like the bells of Jerusalem. They were the great-grandchildren of three old souls. They were Emeries and Lindens and Ben-Aris, a whole clan of them. They were filled with joy and light, and they lived on a world at peace.
"We made this," Marco said. "We gave forth this life. We built this world they live on. Our cup runneth over. We're not cursed. We're blessed. We're so blessed."
Suddenly he was crying, but they were tears of joy. Einav and Addy held him as they watched the children play.
Far above the sky, the fleet of Earth orbited the planet. A fleet Einav had built. A fleet she had commanded. Farther out, the ships of humanity circled Mars, Ganymede, Haven, Bahay, and the other worlds humans had discovered and colonized. They were not a perfect species, these humans. They could be cruel. They could be tribal. Even to this day they fought one another, and greed and fear drove them as often as wonder and kindness. They had built an empire across the stars. Some took it for granted. Others saw it as cruel. But to those who had lived in the hard days of survival, those who had been born under the heel of the scum, this empire was precious.
Far beyond these worlds shone their most distant colony. A planet called Hypnos. And on that planet rose a tower gazing eternally into the night. For a century it had watched the void between the galaxies, seeing nothing but darkness.
That day when Marco, Addy, and Einav watched the children in the valley, the watchman in the tower saw a distant light.
It was a red light, barely just a flicker. But in the darkness between the galaxies, it should not shine.
Then another light joined it. And another and a thousand more. Then there were too many red lights to count. They were moving across the darkness. Heading to the Milky Way.
The watchman in the tower called Earth. The new president did not answer. Nobody took his call. To them the tower was a relic of history. But the watchman was descended from a great leader. His last name was Ben-Ari. And he called his great-grandmother.
On that hill overlooking the flowering valley, Einav answered the call. She listened. And the minicom dropped from her hand.
"Einav?" Marco held her. "Einav, what's wrong?"
She looked up at the sky. Marco and Addy looked up with her.
Far, far beyond the sky and stars, the red lights swarmed closer. The lights were the portholes of ships. Millions of ships of dark carapace, their tentacles pointing the way. Some were the small galactopods of hyds. Others were hulking behemoths, the carapaces of great hydlords. In the center, looming as large as a moon—a terrible edifice. A creature like a world. A god. And his name was Ninazu.
With blazing eyes, with hunger in their bellies, the shoal of hydrians glided across the night toward the Milky Way. Toward the light in the tower. And toward a little blue planet called Earth.
The story continues in...
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AFTERWORD
Thank you for reading Hear, O Earth!, the first novel in A Prayer for Earthrise.
I invite you to read my next novel in the series: Earth of Gold and Light
Earthrise is a large universe that contains three other series: Earthrise: The Original Series, Soldiers of Earthrise, and Children of Earthrise. You can find them all on Amazon. You can learn more about my work on my website: DanielArenson.com
Want to know when I release new novels? Here are some ways to stay updated:
* Join my mailing list at (and receive three free ebooks): DanielArenson.com/MailingList
* Join my Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/danielarenson
* Follow me on Twitter: Twitter.com/DanielArenson
Thank you again, dear reader, and I hope we meet again between the pages of another book.
Daniel
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