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 Chapter 1 

 

William Harrington froze, his hand just short of opening the door to the lab. He 
hesitated because he knew there’d be a fight once he went through that door. He 
stopped and procrastinated another minute in the hallway. Despite being Director of 
Security for the Community, a surly bunch of independent thinkers, William 
Harrington did not enjoy arguments. He enjoyed peace and quiet. He definitely didn’t 
relish the thought of arguing with his husband, Andrew Caine, today but that was 
almost definitely going to be the case. Drew had a long-practiced tendency to argue 
with people who told him he couldn’t have what he wanted.  

Drew would succumb eventually, he always did. William had won many an 
argument over the years just by weathering the storm with the silent treatment, but 
today there would be an unpleasant interchange to get past this, and Will wasn’t sure 
he wanted to endure it today—not that he had a choice. The entire Membership of the 
Community had gathered and unanimously voted. William was officially tasked to 
shut down Drew’s research lab. The cowards. 

William thought closing the lab was a bit harsh. They could have let Drew 
pursue some other line of research but William had completely agreed on the need for 
limits, even for the great Andrew Caine, Father of all Artificial Lifeforms. Especially for 
Drew. He’d bestowed that illustrious-sounding title onto himself and if he was allowed 
to move forward with the Artificial Lifeforms, or ALs, that he was designing right now, 
it wouldn’t turn out well. It was bad enough Drew thought of himself as God, creating 
a new life form; but these things Drew was making, the Ronningers, weren’t life. They 
were death, personified. Literally.  

Named after Alfred Ronninger, Drew’s mentor and the real founder of the field, 
these things were a blend of Organic and Inorganic Lifeforms. The term cyborg would 
be more appropriate than AL but words like “borg” elicited unprofessional giggles in 
some while making others run screaming from the room. Better to use the innocuous 
term “AL.” While previous “smart machines” were called ALs, none had actually been 
alive or capable of independent thought. Instead, they’d merely used sophisticated 
algorithms to emulate human thought—and done so with entirely Inorganic designs. 

The Ronningers were actually alive—or had been before they became 
Ronningers. They were a grotesque realization of the Frankenstein story and 
completely unethical, which was why Alfred Ronninger, himself, had abandoned the 
project. He’d never figured out a reasonable method for creating the things. They had 
originally planned to have Ronningers running the ship for the long journey from 
Earth to wherever they ended up but instead, they’d been forced to manage the 
sustainment of over a dozen humans. As a result they’d had to bring the rest of 
humanity with them in vitro. So to speak. The genetic samples in the Vault 
represented over a million unique human profiles, enough to re-establish the human 
race if they could just create a viable settlement into which to introduce new people. 



To date, however, the Community Membership was too busy with mere survival on the 
Phoenician home world to start a selective breeding program. 

Drew had insisted they could use the abandoned Ronninger project to alleviate 
some of the grunt work, but mindless drones would have helped just as well—and not 
cost a human life to make them! Alfred had abandoned the project as non-viable for 
good reasons. Ronningers weren’t actually people and in William’s opinion, they 
weren’t even really alive. They were some ghoulish hybrid in between. William 
Harrington could stand a lot of things but Ronningers weren’t one of them. These 
things were like zombies. They didn’t think, didn’t feel, didn’t have a conscience. Their 
undead bodies just performed assigned tasks again and again, with the single-
mindedness that only comes from having an AI in your head. At least William’s 
Proctors would be real people with fully-organic minds who could make informed 
choices, though they would need to be brainwashed into a state of obsequiousness. 
Still, conditioned like one of Pavlov’s dogs was not the same as having a machine 
inside your head running the show. 

Ronningers started with a normal human being but then, the human had to die 
for the Ronninger “brain” to be installed. It was a simple installation. Just scrape out 
the human skull to make room for the damned hardware, a few neural connections 
later, you had a Ronninger. It was untenable, from cradle to grave—literally, for the 
human. Will simply couldn’t believe Drew, his Drew, had embraced the idea so fully.  

The Membership had told Will that Drew was convinced he could make a 
Ronninger that could be reprogrammed in vivo. He thought he could design one that 
could learn, one that could replace the need for human Proctors. After all, they said 
Drew had argued, why throw men into the line of fire when Ronningers could be grown 
and used instead? The problem with that argument, William knew, was that Proctors 
were still people—or started out as people—and it was a different kind of death to turn 
them into Ronningers, a death which held no honor, no purpose and in William’s 
opinion, was crueler than brainwashing them into service. 

The only person who’d opposed Drew’s work, ironically, had set up his own 
research lab in this remote outpost building. Their resident expert on Artificial 
Intelligence, or AIs, Joshua Scherrer, had objected to the Ronningers dating all the 
way back to Alfred’s first proposal. Scherrer, a Russian Orthodox Fundamentalist, 
wanted to have nothing to do with the Ronninger project. William didn’t blame him. 
William didn’t share Andrew Caine’s ethics at the moment either and if something 
didn’t change, he wasn’t sure he wanted to share a bed or home for that matter. 

Scherrer had been complaining about Drew to the Membership ever since Drew 
and Scherrer had set up the lab out here in the foothills. However, since Scherrer 
complained to everyone about everything, he’d been largely ignored. Until now. When 
Cory Jansen, their Genetics expert, had reported Drew’s Ronningers to the 
Membership, an investigation ensued. The Administrator, Stafar Baghendi, held the 
deciding vote and he’d actually allowed Drew to start one last attempt in direct conflict 
with the rest of the Membership. William was here to carry out the orders of the 
majority. What Stafar did after that was the Membership’s problem. 



If Will opened the door and found a dead Proctor on Drew’s table, there’d be no 
question anyway. A dead Proctor was not on Cory’s logs for crèche failures this week 
so Andrew Caine would have to explain where he’d gotten the body—and William knew 
where that would lead. He’d have to kick Andrew out of his own lab and lock it down. 
Worse, William would have to accept that the man he’d once loved had turned into a 
murderer. He couldn’t be culled from the species; the Community needed Drew’s 
genetic contributions, not to mention his invaluable knowledge as the only remaining 
AL expert. That was, the only AL expert not counting George Reinhart, given that 
Reinhart was still in stasis. But keeping Drew alive did not preclude taking some kind 
of action against him, and William’s own personal choices needed a re-evaluation. 

William procrastinated another minute by straightening the perfectly straight, 
knee-length, royal-blue tunic which needed no adjustment. Then he tugged on the 
high collar, checking the buttons holding it tight around his neck. Next, he checked 
the toes of his spit-and-polish boots, hoping to find a mark he might have to clean 
off—anything he could use as a means of delaying the inevitable. The glossy shine 
mocked him, reflecting back the overhead lighting. He sighed and reached a hand up 
to check his long, dark hair. Hanging down his back past his waist, he’d gathered it 
into a bunch at the nape with a silver and gold filigree clasp that Andrew had given 
him as an engagement gift. He checked the clasp’s alignment, running his fingertips 
over the delicate metal as though it would put him back in touch with the caring and 
sensitive man who’d given it to him all those years ago. Finding nothing else to use as 
a means of procrastination, he let go of the past and opened the door into his future. 

# 

Andrew Caine looked up when the door opened, William was hovering in the 
doorway, staring with intent at Drew’s lab table. As always, Drew’s heart skipped a 
beat at the mere sight of the man. He felt his face breaking into a smile, almost of its 
own volition. He always smiled when he saw William Harrington. He couldn’t help it. 
The man was so beautiful to look at, like a sunrise or a rainbow. Well, a rainbow back 
on Earth. No rainbows here on the godforsaken Phoenician world. With less than six 
inches of rainfall a year, there wasn’t enough moisture in the air to make a rainbow. It 
was hard enough to extract water from the planet’s soil. 

William was better than a rainbow with those light blue eyes luminescent 
against his naturally-tanned skin. The Phoenician sun deepened the contrast on 
William’s face while it only burned Andrew’s fair, freckled skin. The curse of being a 
redhead, he supposed, though his copper-colored hair had started to dim of late, first 
signs of going grey, no doubt. It was about time. He was tired of looking like a young 
man, all wonder and naïvete. He liked the wizened old sage look he had now; it gave 
him confidence that his achievements were well-earned. 

He still needed the external validation, of course, so Drew was happy his 
husband had come for a visit. They’d barely had two minutes together in over a week, 
and he’d missed Will’s company. He’d been afraid William was going to give him the 
silent treatment again when he finally got home, but he couldn’t bear that right now. 
He was so excited to tell Will about the results of last night’s test run. This latest 
Ronninger design was going to work! It’d be the first of its kind, a brand new life form! 
Will would be so proud of him when he saw the results. This new life form would be 



theirs to claim together, like having a brainchild. After all, William had helped by way 
of all his support this past year, listening to Drew rant and lecture on the theory that 
stood in the way to realization. Last night’s breakthrough would make up for 
everything. 

When William remained in the doorway, silent and unmoving, his face 
characteristically blank, Drew knew something was wrong. He put his vibraknife down 
and asked, “Are you early or am I running late again? I just had to finish recording 
this last set, Will. You won’t believe what I’ve got here!” 

“I need you to stop,” William said quietly. His voice was as flat as his blank face. 
So, Drew realized, maybe Will was harboring resentment about Drew’s absence back 
at the house this week. Once Will saw the results of last night’s tests, he’d change his 
mood. Will always understood the importance of Drew’s work. It wasn’t as though this 
were just some trivial project. Drew was making history, after all. 

When Drew opened his mouth to explain, William added, “Right now, Drew, 
please.” 

That’s when Drew realized the seriousness of William’s blank expression. Will’s 
mixed ethnicity dominated by an Asian heritage made it hard to read him sometimes. 
Drew hardly even noticed when he was getting “the look” as Will put it. Drew was 
definitely getting “the look” right now so he set the stasis field over the open skull area 
of the body on the MedTable and braced for a longer discussion than hello. 

“What’s wrong, Will? Is someone dead?” He couldn’t imagine what else would 
make Will so serious but the Phoenicians had been getting awfully feisty lately, Drew 
had heard, and several people had been shot down flying over Phoenician land. It 
wasn’t as though there was any way to avoid it. The planet was large but the fresh 
water sources were limited. The human colonists had no choice but to set up next to 
the Phoenicians unless or until they devised an alternate water source. The planet was 
arid; water was life. 

Will looked like the life had drained out of him when he said quietly, “That man 
on the table in front of you appears to be dead.” 

Drew waved that away with a swat at the air and a chuckle of relief. “That’s not 
a man, Will, it’s just a—” 

“He was a man before you killed him and gutted out his skull.” 

“No.” Drew started feeling a sense of where this discussion was headed and he 
wasn’t liking it at all. “This wasn’t a man, it was a failure, and I didn’t kill anyone. This 
was—would have been—a Proctor but it was defective. It doesn’t matter what this  
was, Will, only what it is now. It was a failed design and now it’s the first successful 
Ronninger. You won’t believe what I got out of this thing last night! This, my love, is 
the future.” 

“No, it’s not. Just stop talking. I don’t want to hear it—and you can’t do that to 
one of my Proctors.” 



“Your Proctors? Funny, but I thought they were our Proctors. Didn’t we design 
that project together? Besides I just told you, this one was defective. It was going to 
fail in a few years anyway—if it had even lasted that long! I just saved some man from 
pain and suffering and achieved greatness from the ashes of failure. It was an act of 
mercy to reset the crèche and repurpose this design. We need to conserve materials.” 

“So you admit it? You did kill him in vitro? I was sure they were lying about that 
point. Drew, it’s not merciful to take away what few years a man might have had. It’s 
called murder.” 

“He had a severe memory defect. He would’ve only had a few years of ever-
increasing mental degradation. That’s not life. That would have driven him insane. He 
would have been an imbecile who ate his gun in desperation. He was never going to be 
a functional Proctor and he would’ve known it immediately.” Drew turned and started 
pacing to let out the frustration. “I swear, a preemie would’ve had more cognitive 
abilities. At least this way, he contributes some good to the Community. Why are we 
even discussing it? This thing doesn’t matter! Don’t you realize what I’m about to—” 

“No! You’re not about to anything, Drew. You’re stopping. Right now. I’ve been 
sent here with a cease and desist order and I’m enforcing it. This man is not a thing 
and he’s never going to be your first Ronninger. There will be no Ronningers. Do you 
hear me? None! The project—and this discussion—is over.” 

“This discussion hasn’t even started! Who the fuck had the gall to send you 
here with that kind of message? Did Stafar authorize this? Does he even know? 
Because he was very interested in having me finish Alfred’s work. He would never—” 

“The entire Membership sat down and discussed it. They voted and the 
Ronninger project is terminated. It’s over, Drew.” 

“We’ll just see about that.” Drew tossed his sketchpad across the room hard 
enough it bounced off the wall and skittered across the floor. “Who the fuck do they 
think I am? A first-year med student? And what exactly do they propose I do with this 
fucking thing now that his skull’s gutted out? Just toss the meat away? That’s a 
complete waste of perfectly good resources—which I might add are in short supply in 
case no one noticed! Or maybe we’re supposed to start eating people, like that old 
movie you loved.” 

“I hated Soylent Green but it would be a far better solution than your version of 
Brave New World. You can’t just make people into things because it suits your needs.” 

“Huxley had it right and I can’t thank you enough for color-coding them for 
Cory. He’s the most disorganized researcher I’ve ever seen. We’re about to ramp up 
production now that I got the stasis feeds working and he’s still trying to track them 
without any kind of lexicon at all. Can you believe that? He’s still naming them! 
They’re supposed to have numbers so we can track them. We haven’t got time for this. 
We need the Ronningers. They’ll give the defectives some purpose. They can be a new 
class, all their own. A working class that does something beyond being recycled 
for…genetic traces.” 



“Are you seriously trying to argue a case for murder in the name of science—
and you’re trying to claim it’s economically sound? Have you finally gone insane or are 
you just so obsessed with this project that you can’t step back and see how wrong it 
is? I was certain Stafar was exaggerating.” William wandered across the room, shaking 
his head, and Drew worried that maybe he had lost perspective. Will had never been 
this impatient with him, not in over two hundred years that they’d known each other. 

“Then Stafar did say something? What exactly did he tell them I was doing 
because I’ll tell you, this was his idea from the start. He wanted me to carry on Alfred’s 
work.” Drew ripped off his gloves and tossed them onto the table next to the body. “I’m 
not taking the blame for this. Stafar approved well enough when he told me he wanted 
me to finish Alfred’s project. It was his fucking idea and he’d better fucking own up to 
it.” Drew reached around, swatting futilely at the ties of his surgical smock. He 
couldn’t manage to undo them without help but he wasn’t going to ask Will to do it, 
not with the way he was still getting that look. He stopped trying to reach the ties and 
resorted to trying to pull the damned thing over his head. 

“Why’d Stafar even give me Alfred’s notes if I wasn’t supposed to make one of 
these things—and who the hell designed these fucking things to be straight jackets?”  

William sighed as he came over. “Turn around,” William said quietly and Drew 
presented his back. “Now, shut up and hold still.” William said as he started untying 
the surgical smock closures. Drew wondered if he was going to say anything else. Then 
he did—and Drew wished he hadn’t. 

“Will you be the man I claimed you were and abandon this project, honoring the 
decision of the Membership? Or have you finally outgrown my trust?” 

Drew twisted his head around to look at William over his shoulder and grinned 
when he saw Will glance up at him. Will’s face softened momentarily, just slightly, but 
Drew saw it. Will wasn’t angry; he was sad. How could William Harrington stay so 
calm and quiet all the time, even when he had a right to be angry? Somewhere deep 
inside, Andrew suspect Will was still a little angry but the quieter Will got, the worse it 
was and at least Will was still talking. They were exact opposites on that count. Drew 
let it all out; William held it all in. 

“It’s not like that, Will. You know how I am when I get on a roll. I can’t just give 
up, not when I’m this close. It’s just not who I am.” He straightened out again, so he 
didn’t have to look William in the eye, and added, “It’ll be all right. I’ll talk to Stafar. 
He’ll back me up, just watch, I’ll make him fucking back me up.” William had the last 
of the ties undone and pushed the smock off Drew’s shoulders, hugging a hand 
around each shoulder and pressing a cheek to Drew’s back for one moment of quiet 
connection. Drew was afraid to speak or move, even breathe, for fear Will would step 
away and the moment of forgiveness would pass. 

William said, “I don’t know who you are anymore, Andrew Caine, but I wish…” 
Will squeezed then let go of Drew’s shoulders. “You have to stop work on the 
Ronningers. It’s not just wrong, Drew, it’s…” Will banged his forehead against Drew’s 
back then stepped away. The moment had not passed; Will hadn’t forgiven him at all. 
“It’s taken over your life, our life. It’s going to destroy us, if it hasn’t already.” 



“I know we haven’t had time together all week, but we can have lunch after I 
talk to Stafar and...maybe we could skip eating? There’s something else we haven’t 
done in forever.” 

Will took another step back but from the sound of it, just one. Drew wanted to 
turn around but was actually afraid to see the look on Will’s face when he heard 
William continue, quietly, “This is serious, Drew. You can’t seduce your way out of it. 
You have to stop work on these things. Now. I may be just the messenger but I’m 
completely behind this decision.” 

Now Drew spun around and slid his hands around William’s waist. “I just need 
you to be on my side for once, Will, please! You don’t need to worry your pretty little 
head about the details. I’ll take care of it, I told you. I’ll talk to Stafar and make him—” 

William pushed Drew’s hands off him and stepped back again, mouth hanging 
open, shaking his head. Drew wasn’t afraid of much in life but he was afraid of exactly 
that look on Will’s face. This was going to be worse than sleeping on the couch for a 
week or two. 

“Don’t worry my pretty little head about it?” William said slowly. “You have no 
idea what I’m saying, do you?” 

“What’s wrong with saying I’ll have Stafar take care of this? Stafar’s used to 
mediating for the Membership. That’s his job as Administrator. Besides, this was his 
idea. What’s wrong with letting him manage it for us?” 

“My pretty little head can’t possibly imagine.” William crossed his arms over his 
chest. 

“Oh my God, you’re upset about—I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I just—” 

“I’m insulted by your condescension, yes, but I’m more upset about that!” 
William whipped his arm out and pointed at the body on the MedTable without 
breaking eye contact. “How can you not see the issue here? The fact you’re speaking to 
me that way is just...” William hissed under his breath then added, “the last straw, 
that’s it! How can you possibly expect me not to worry what’s happened to you when 
you’re standing over a dead man all day and night? When you’re more concerned with 
egos and reputation than about murdering a man in cold blood? You’re completely 
unaware of everything wrong with this project, Drew, and I can’t discuss it with you 
anymore. You need to get out before I say or do something I’ll regret. I’m securing the 
lab. You’re finished.” William crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at 
some vague spot on the floor. Drew was afraid that was Will’s attempt to prevent 
himself from actually breaking Drew’s jaw. Again. It had been almost ten years but he 
could still remember that fight. Vividly. He stroked at his jaw in sympathetic memory. 

“You can’t take this lab apart, Will, not when I’m this close.” 

“I’m securing this lab. Those were my orders and I’m going to do it. I just need 
you to leave—and I mean, right now.” Will still wouldn’t look up to make eye contact. 



When Drew waited another moment, hoping, Will added, “Don’t make me throw you 
out of here by force.” 

“You wouldn’t dare.” Actually, Drew was very afraid William would. 

“Yes, right now, I think I would, so just do us both a favor and don’t make me 
break your arms again. This time, I won’t be around to feed you and you might 
actually starve to death rather than asking for help, knowing you. Now, go ahead 
argue with Stafar. Just get the hell out of here and let me do this so I can leave and 
never come back.” William looked up to meet Drew’s gaze again. “Oh, and I want your 
word, Drew, your personal guarantee that you’ll never lay a hand on one of my 
Proctors again. Not so long as you live, Drew—or don’t bother coming home!” 

That stopped Drew cold. William had never threatened to kick him out before. 
Was their marriage actually at stake here? But the Ronningers were going to change 
the course of human history. Why couldn’t William see that? Why couldn’t any of them 
see that? Drew would just have to show them, all of them, starting with William. 

“All right, fine, you have my word. Proctors are off limits but defectives from the 
Recycle Bin are still fair game. You can’t possibly own every piece of salvageable 
material for your little Proctor project and leave me with nothing.” 

William threw his hands up and his light blue eyes flashed wide, a startling 
sight. “What’s wrong with you? This isn’t a competition for resources! The Ronninger 
project is terminated. Why can’t you understand that, Drew?” 

“Because I’m making history! Why can’t you understand that?” 

William glared up at him in silence and shook his head. Drew knew he wasn’t 
ever going to convince William to take the Ronningers seriously, not while the rest of 
the Membership had voted him down. If he pushed it here, he’d just wear William’s 
patience thin—thinner—possibly ending up with a broken bone or two in the process. 
What he needed was to get Stafar to reverse the decision. Obviously, someone 
somewhere hadn’t heard the whole story. 

He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to William’s lips before William could 
stop him. Will didn’t push him away so Drew kissed him again. William was practically 
kissing him back, which meant everything would be okay, but when William breathed 
in, he broke the kiss abruptly. When he glared at the body on the MedTable, Drew 
knew why he’d withdrawn. Even Drew had to admit the antiseptic smell was 
something of a turn off. He just couldn’t leave knowing Will was still angry at him. 
They’d promised never to part angry at each other. That’s what had kept them 
together for over a hundred years. 

William’s voice was as icy cold as his eyes when he said, “If I ever see another 
Ronninger, that’ll be the last kiss you ever get from me, Andrew Caine. Are we clear?” 

Drew nodded, but he had no intention of giving up—and that was definitely not 
going to be their last kiss. That wasn’t even a real kiss. It was barely a kiss at all. He’d 
been so caught up in the Ronninger work, he hadn’t even noticed how long it had been 



since they’d had a real kiss. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time they’d spent a 
day in bed. Months ago, at least, maybe longer. Somehow, with Will standing there 
glaring at him, Drew felt a strong sense of fear welling up inside of him. He’d never 
seen Will this serious, this angry, this determined. This distant. This withdrawn. 

He needed an arbiter. He needed an edict. He needed Stafar to own up to his 
own dirty work. This was all Stafar’s fault—as usual. 

Drew leaned in, as if to kiss William again, and found himself stopped with two 
fingers poking into the center of his chest. 

Will bit off the words, “Don’t. Even. Think it. I’m sorry, Drew but I can’t help 
noticing the dead Proctor lying there on the table. He rather kills the mood for me.” 

“I keep telling you, it’s not a dead Proctor.” Drew said quietly, as though that 
would change Will’s mind. “It’s—” 

“He is definitely dead—and he was a Proctor until you murdered him.” 

“I didn’t—oh, never mind.” Drew turned and stomped over to his locker, pulled 
out a wind breaker jacket and slammed the door shut. It bounced open again. “I’ll be 
back when this is all cleared up. You’ll see this isn’t my fault, Will!” He crossed the 
room and stopped at the door. “Don’t make me regret trusting you in here, William 
Harrington, and don’t you dare touch anything. This isn’t over.” Drew stormed out of 
the room and down the hall. He’d get Stafar’s endorsement if he had to wring the Old 
Man’s neck himself. He just hoped Will was still here when he got back. The 
Ronningers certainly weren’t going to keep him warm at night. 

# 

William waited until he heard the door click shut behind him then he lunged at 
the locker door, slamming it shut as he rammed his fist into it. He regretted the action 
immediately, as the pain radiated up his arm, but the man was incorrigible, 
impossible, incredible—and in all of the worst possible ways. William was completely 
in love with him and hated himself for it right now. He shook his hand out until the 
throbbing ebbed and reassured himself that it had gone better than expected. No one 
had thrown anything important, there were no broken bones, assuming his hand 
stopped throbbing, and there hadn’t even been any regrettable words. What more 
could he ask? 

He could ask to have been left out of this. 

He could ask to not be fighting with Andrew over this. 

He could ask for the man on the table to not be dead. 

He could ask for the last hundred and two years of his life to do over again. 

He could have insisted they stay on Earth even though it would have meant 
dying there with the rest of the human race, the way someone somewhere had 
obviously planned. People weren’t meant to be here on this alien world and certainly 



not to breed in petri dishes. How had they come to this? Through their very own self-
destructive violence, that’s how. They’d killed each other off until only microscopic bits 
remained viable, the majority of humanity unable to reproduce the way normal 
animals did. If humans weren’t such damned smart animals, humanity would’ve gone 
extinct like the rest of life on Earth. Of course, we humans were just too good for that, 
weren’t we? It was at times like this, William really had to wonder about Mankind. 

He went over to the MedTable, stood over the very dead Proctor, and wondered 
why humanity had been allowed to survive at all. We certainly hadn’t proved worthy of 
the second chance with the likes of this sort of thing. He locked out the controls of the 
MedTable. This was definitely not how humanity would go on living. This was how 
humanity would finish dying. There were so few of them left and his standing here 
angry wasn’t solving anything, was it? William coded the table’s power down and 
hurried from the room stopping only long enough to code the door locked behind him. 

William broke out into the bright sunlight and was crossing to the landing pad 
when Joshua Scherrer came up alongside him, clutching a pile of folders stuffed full of 
hand-drawn blueprints to his chest. Only the eccentric Joshua Scherrer would draw 
blueprints on actual paper. Where did the man keep finding paper that large anyway, 
Will had to wonder. God help them all if Scherrer was writing on irreplaceable works of 
art again. He’d started using the backs of canvases one month into the trip, saying the 
material was better than regular paper. Of course, it was. That’s why the priceless 
work of art was on the other side of it. For a genius, Scherrer sure could be an idiot. 

William redoubled his pace attempting to shed the man but Scherrer kept up,  
matching William’s cadence. After two more paces, William couldn’t stand it and 
asked, “What do you want, Scherrer?” 

“Are you going with him?” 

“What? No, why?” 

“Because if you’re not, I am. I need a ride to the Centre.” 

“So? Andrew’s not a taxi service, you know?” William shook his head and 
cursed himself for even engaging in conversation with the man. Scherrer was one of 
the last living homophobic bigots. If he weren’t so brilliant with customizing the 
Artificial Intelligence routines on demand, he might’ve met with an airlock before 
they’d gotten two days out of Earth orbit. He’d bothered every last person on the ship 
for the entire journey. Even Stafar had started discussing putting Scherrer into stasis 
with the rest of the supercargo. 

Now that they’d stranded themselves on this unforgiving planet, there was no 
reasonable way to help him meet with an accident—and they probably needed him 
more now than they ever had on the ship. Every day here brought a new challenge. 
The AIs Scherrer designed to automate their world were going to be the only way they 
could compensate for the lack of manpower, materials and known natural resources. 
Even synthesizing food had become a priority task. Still, William held out a secret 
hope against hope that one of the native animals might find Scherrer an attractive 



snack. After all, George Reinhart was still in stasis. Not quite up to Scherrer standards 
in the AI field, but Reinhart was a thousand times more likeable as a human being. 

Scherrer grumbled, “If he’s going anyway, what’s the harm in taking me along?” 

You’re an intolerable ass who can’t keep his mouth shut, William thought to 
himself. It was a twenty minute ride from Andrew’s lab in the foothills to the Centre for 
Arts and Sciences, located in the heart of the human settlement. Will wondered if 
Scherrer could keep his mouth shut long enough to survive the entire ride alone in the 
car with Drew. Will certainly wasn’t going to volunteer to ride along as arbitrator—or 
chaperone, given they would both behave like children, knowing Drew—but maybe 
Drew would refuse the favor. No, Drew wasn’t that petty, and refusing would leave 
Scherrer out here alone with Will. That would be a lose-lose situation. 

As they reached the front of Drew’s car, Scherrer peeled off and went over to the 
passenger side hatch. It did not open for him so William heard Scherrer tapping lightly 
at the window. William arrived at the driver’s side hatch, pulling his long hair over his 
shoulder to hold it down against the wind from the engines cycling on. Drew had the 
hatch popped open for him before he got close enough to stick his head in out of the 
draft. 

“Now what? Forget to tell me what to say?” Drew asked and although his tone 
was snide, he was calmer already. Andrew Caine was happiest behind the controls of a 
vehicle. His true vocation was as a starship pilot. Playing around with Artificial 
Lifeforms was Andrew’s attempt to find a new vocation. William pressed a hand on one 
side of the hatch and leaned in close. 

“I decided I just can’t let you leave like this.”  

He could, but he’d regret it. They’d promised each other to never say good bye 
angry and even if he was considering ending their marriage, he didn’t want it to end 
like this, in an argument over Ronningers, of all things. Andrew stopped playing with 
the controls and his turquoise-blue eyes took in William’s face. William knew what 
Drew was doing. Drew was searching for just how serious William was about making 
peace. So that threat of a last kiss had gotten to him, after all. Good. Maybe they could 
reconcile after all, if Drew were taking it seriously enough.  

Drew’s freckled face softened as he smiled and his strawberry-blond hair blew 
in front of his face, making him laugh. William loved the way Drew laughed. He 
practically giggled like a child at the stupidest things, like his hair tickling his face. 

Drew pushed his hair out of his face, gathering it into a twisted bunch he could 
stuff in under his collar. “I’m sorry, too, Will. I don’t want to fight with you over this, 
but the Ronningers—” 

“Don’t. Just promise, no matter what Stafar says, let’s not talk about work 
anymore. Neither of us. Agreed?” 

Drew hesitated but only for a minute then he breathed out, relieved. “Agreed.” 



William smiled and whispered, “Thank you. I love you, you know?” 

Drew grinned, lopsided, then leaned in knocked noses with Will, saying, “I 
wasn’t sure for a minute there. I love you, too, you know?” Then just as he was about 
to kiss William good bye, the banging resumed on the other side of the car, Scherrer 
making himself known in his ever-so-subtle way. 

“What is he doing here?” Drew asked. 

“I don’t know. He said he needs to go to the Centre. He expects you to drive 
him. I’m hoping you will.” 

“Because if I refuse, you’ll be stuck here alone with him?” 

William shrugged and grinned. “Claire’s coming back for me at sundown. You 
never know, he could live that long.” 

Andrew smiled and said, “But you trust me not to kill him?” 

“I trust you not to kill yourself, so by extension, yes.” 

Drew chuckled and reached over to punch at the controls, popping the hatch on 
the passenger side. Scherrer was standing there, fuming as the hatch door went up in 
front of him. 

“It’s about time!” Scherrer snapped and started climbing in. “If you two queers 
are done having your little make out party, can we please leave? I’m going to be late for 
my meeting at this rate!” 

Drew said, “And how is that my problem?” 

Scherrer started climbing in and grumbled, “You know I can’t drive.” 

“You can, you just won’t!”  

“Do you see another car here, Caine?”  

William smiled and squeezed at Drew’s arm before stepping back to pull down 
on the hatch. “Don’t kill him, Drew, just put on some music to drown him out.” 
William stepped back and rapped twice on the hatch door. 

Scherrer was climbing into the back, into the cargo area, which was not set up 
for people to ride in, and William heard Drew ask, “What are you doing back there, 
Scherrer? Get up here like a normal person.” 

The hatch sealed against any answer Scherrer might’ve given but William was 
happy to see Drew look out the window, rolling his eyes. He was grinning, so it was 
going to be all right. The man had more patience than William. Emotional though 
Drew might be, he was also flexible and adapted easily. William smiled and waved as 
they lifted off. The topsoil stirred up in a fog around him. He hated this world but it 
was the only one they had left. He supposed he’d better learn to get used to it. 



 

 Chapter 2 

 

Andrew Caine was ready to lift but Joshua Scherrer clearly wasn’t. He’d 
strapped his equipment down in the passenger seat and then hauled himself into the 
cargo hold of the aft cabin. It was a big enough space for two people back there, but 
there were no seats installed. The car had been reconfigured to transport a crèche, the 
one Drew had transported with the dead Proctor in it—and Drew had to admit at least 
to himself that the man had been dead when he’d been brought out here. He just 
wasn’t really a man anymore. 

“You can’t ride back there, Scherrer. It’s not safe. You can throw this gear from 
the seat into the third portside hold. It should be empty.” 

“I most certainly cannot! I can’t possibly risk having those prototypes flying 
around in one of those cargo holds. With the way you drive, they’re better off in the 
passenger seat than I am. Let’s just go. I’ll hold on from back here and you just focus 
on driving up there.” 

“So I’m a taxi service now?” 

“If the shoe fits, Caine, wear it!” 

“All those years of orbital mechanics and relativistic physics are coming in so 
handy!” Drew shook his head and deliberately gave it full power on the lift. Scherrer 
swore at him in Russian. Well, at least Drew knew the man was still alive. 

“Are you trying to kill me?” Scherrer shouted and it sounded like he’d crawled 
up right behind Drew’s pilot’s chair. Sure enough when Drew glanced over his 
shoulder, Scherrer was holding onto the back of Drew’s headrest. He deliberately 
banked hard to port and decided to follow the hilly terrain for the next ten kilometers 
before they hit the open plains. Let’s see Scherrer hold on without a seat through that. 

“Of course not. I’m a taxi driver. Don’t you remember taxi drivers, Scherrer?” 
Drew did a bad imitation of Stafar’s thick Hindu accent saying, “We take you all the 
right places. Extra time for extra dime.” Drew laughed at the reference. Taxi drivers 
back on Earth used to charge ten credits a minute if you made them wait for you. 

“Okay, why do you hate me?” 

“I don’t hate you.” Drew lied. It was a half lie. He didn’t care enough to actually 
hate Scherrer, though he definitely disliked the man. It was hard to like someone who 
constantly disapproved of your mere existence, replete with open loathing, childish 
name-calling and self-righteous bigotry. Besides, Andrew hated religion on principle 
and religious practitioners even more. Joshua Scherrer was their lone religious 
practitioner—of the old religions anyway. He was Russian Orthodox and seemed intent 
on representing The Church for all of humanity. Drew didn’t even know where to find 



a paper copy of the Bible anymore, other than the one in Scherrer’s breast pocket. 
Maybe that’s where Scherrer got his paper, from his damned sacred text.  

Finally, Scherrer asked, “Isn’t that why won’t you let me marry your sister?” 

A-ha! So that’s why he suddenly needed a ride! “I’ve told you before, Scherrer, 
I’m not making that decision for Becca. She’s her own woman and can make her own 
decisions. If she wants you to leave her alone, then that’s her choice to make—and if 
you keep bothering her, I have a right to defend my sister just as much as you defend 
yours. How would you feel if someone did to Sandy what you’ve been doing to Becca? ” 

“I was Rebecca’s choice until you poisoned her against me!” 

“No, you weren’t and I did no such thing! She doesn’t want you because you are 
the most self-righteous, opinionated bastard on the planet—and in case you actually 
didn’t know, it’s not endearing to tell a woman that her brother is an abomination,  
who’s damned for all eternity and should be killed for the sake of humanity’s 
salvation.” Drew plunged the car down the slope of the jagged hill they’d just topped 
and heard a satisfying groan from Scherrer behind him. “You know, Joshua, there 
aren’t that many women available who are even interested in getting married to a man. 
I should think a god-fearing man like yourself would make an effort not to alienate 
every last one of them. Becca tried being nice to you, and you rewarded that by 
insulting me and William to her every chance you got.” Drew started up the next peak. 
“Don’t fault my sister for loving me half as much as I love her. I wouldn’t fault her for 
shooting you on sight if you don’t stop bothering her—and I gave her a full charge for 
her gun, so take this in. She’s not interested and now she’s armed!”  

The hills weren’t very high but they were jagged so Drew decided to hug the 
terrain profile closely enough that all the banking and pitching would toss Scherrer 
around the aft cabin. That might teach him not to strap into a seat like a normal 
person. Drew glanced back after banking hard to port again to find Scherrer’s death 
grip on his head rest was back. He tried to shake him loose by skittering up the sheer 
face off to starboard, but the man hung on. 

Scherrer screamed, “I can understand why someone like you has something 
against God and the Church, but—” 

“There isn’t any church, Scherrer. Why can’t you get that through your head?” 
Drew skimmed back down the drop and practically took out a Lyra coming out of Fish 
Hook Pass before pulling the nose up again. “That damned book you’ve got—”  

Scherrer gasped, appalled. “How dare you speak that way about the Holy Word 
of God?” 

“That’s the only Bible left in existence. You are a church of one!” 

“I most certainly am not! I’ve seen to it and there are already at least nine 
translations in the Archives. Just as soon as I’m allowed to set up a meeting space, 
several of the others are waiting to join me in prayer.” Out of the corner of his eye, 



Drew saw Scherrer waving something, probably that pocket Bible of his. “We’ll start 
with praying for your soul, Caine. You and Harrington both!” 

“You come near me with that book or anything in it and I’ll shove your Word of 
God where the light don’t shine!” 

Drew glanced over his shoulder and sure enough, Scherrer had his elbow 
hooked over the head rest so he could thumb through the pages of his book, trying to 
find a suitable Scripture to condemn Drew’s mortal soul for such blasphemy. They 
were supposed to have left all of this mumbo jumbo behind. That had been one of the 
requirements for selection; no religions were to leave Mother Earth, not unless you 
counted science as a religion. Mankind was starting again—from scratch. 

Drew reached out and tried to grab the book out of Scherrer’s hands but 
Scherrer came with it, halfway over Andrew’s shoulder. Scherrer put his free hand out, 
fingers splayed to stop his forward momentum and clocked Andrew in the eye with the 
corner of the damned book. That was one way to see God, Andrew thought to himself, 
and that was practically the last coherent thought he had. 

Scherrer’s outstretched hand closed contacts on the control panel, cutting off  
the engines—and the navigational controls with them—and sent the car plummeting 
down the thousand or so feet of altitude Drew had achieved. At least they were pointed 
away from the hills, out into the flats of the basin where they could crash in the wide 
open spaces. Drew shoved Scherrer off him as the car pitched into its anticipated roll 
then began to spin out. Scherrer had finally gone flying into the aft wall of the cargo 
hold, hitting hard with a satisfyingly deep thud before sinking to the deck. Drew 
glanced quickly and saw Scherrer had landed in a bizarrely unnatural position. Well, 
he’d deal with that in a minute. First, he had to reclaim the controls. 

Drew straightened in his seat but before he could even restart the engines, the 
ground came up to meet them. The collision separated his safety harness from his seat 
back, bouncing him out of the pilot’s chair—the alleged “safety” harness now slipping 
up so that the central clasp could clock him on the chin. He hurtled towards the 
passenger seat, making a mental note to redesign the standards for aircar interior 
equipment, reliability in an emergency clearly being an issue. As Drew clawed at air, 
he realized he’d gotten himself upside down during the initial impact—or the car had 
rolled after impact, tossing him not to port but to the ceiling. How had he gotten so 
disoriented? He was a pilot for God’s sake! 

He scrambled for the hand grip on the emergency release of the canopy, hoping 
to let himself fall out of the vehicle, gravity being in his favor at the moment. He could 
come back for Scherrer once he’d saved himself. Sound logic if ever he’d heard it! 
Before he could grasp the canopy release, the car took up its unpredictable roll again 
and he tumbled with it. They settled then scraped one last time off some uneven 
surface before bouncing a few more feet downhill. He was sure this was it and started 
to get up, which caused the car to roll yet again. This time, Drew came to rest caught 
on the deck between the two front seats, just shy of falling into the aft cargo hold. 

He was afraid even to breathe deeply now. They were on a slight incline with the 
nose higher than the tail end of the vehicle. He took a cautious breath and held it, 



waiting for the car to shift again but it seemed to have finished its gymnastics. 
Remarkably, he was alive and unscathed. That had to be too good to be true. His luck 
just wasn’t that good. It was eerily quiet after the rending sounds of the collision and 
Drew realized his right ear was ringing. He worked his jaw trying to pop the ear drum 
but it seemed that was the problem, a permanently popped ear drum. So not 
unscathed after all. 

Cautious of how the damaged ear drum might affect his balance, he slowly 
moved his arms onto the seat bottoms, one elbow on his own seat, one on the 
passenger’s seat where the stupid circuit boards were still neatly strapped in. Good to 
see something important survived the crash. 

As Andrew’s hand rested on the sharp, raw edge of one of the solder-covered 
ceramic rectangles, it occurred to him he hadn’t seen anything like these in years. He 
tried to give the thing a closer examination and realized his vision was blurring. He 
was probably concussed. He needed to get out while he could still see straight enough 
to function. Slowly, bracing against another post-mortem death roll, he levered himself 
up, lifting his weight as evenly as he could manage. When his weight went down on 
one of the sharp leads coming off of Scherrer’s boards, he winced and lost his balance, 
his feet going out from under him again. 

Snatching at air in search of something to stop his downward slide towards the 
aft wall of the cargo hold, he engaged the emergency release that brought down the 
safety door between the two cabins. Nothing would stop that safety door from closing, 
not even his legs being in the way. He watched in horror as the door neatly sliced 
through his shins at an uneven angle, the left shin now longer than the right. His 
severed limbs didn’t bleed as much as he’d have expected but he was almost definitely 
in shock. He looked around and realized his feet were now safely tucked away in the 
back with Scherrer’s body. Not safely; Scherrer was trapped. The air in the cargo hold 
would heat up and go bad in less than an hour under the Phoenician sun. If Scherrer 
was still alive, he wouldn’t be for long unless Drew could get him out of there—and 
with no feet, Drew would be lucky to get himself out. 

It wasn’t his fault, he assured himself. How did that saying go? Slice off your 
nose to spite your face? It wasn’t as though he’d deliberately sliced off his own feet just 
to kill Scherrer. It was an accident. He could fix this. He could crawl. Probably. He was 
just a little afraid to move lest the car shift again. Drew had survived more than one 
normally-lethal accident in his long and lively life. He could survive this one, too, if he 
could just get out of the damned car. 

He couldn’t seem to muster the drive to move. He knew once he did, he’d feel 
the injury—it had to hit him once he moved. It was like waiting for something dropped 
from a high building to just go splat on the street. An eventuality that simply took time 
–but it sure was taking a long time to hit him. He didn’t want to let the pain catch him 
off guard but he couldn’t lie here waiting. He told himself that once he’d called for 
help, he could just close his eyes and give in to the urge to pass out, pain or no pain. 
They’d find him, cart him off and grow new legs for him—or grow him a whole new 
body if Stafar had his way. 



The Old Man seemed to be getting his way a lot lately. The Community 
Membership was getting restless with Stafar Baghendi’s reckless abandon into 
scientific inquiries. The latest was interesting, though. Stafar had been working on a 
new gene therapy, a memory mapping process, as the Old Man was calling it. He 
wasn’t exactly mapping memory but using some of the two billion unassigned genetic 
combinations in the human genome, Stafar had been attempting to encode memories 
directly into the genetic structure. This would make memory an inherited trait, like 
instinct or drive.  

Stafar’s goal, however, had been to make it possible for a cloned copy of a 
person to actually have a complete and unbroken string of memories from their 
progenitor. In theory, it would make them all immortal. That was potentially a good 
thing but even Drew had his doubts about living forever—and taking all of your 
memories with you each step of the way. At least, growing old and senile, a person 
could forget things best forgotten. With Stafar’s proposal, people could end becoming 
Ronningers before they died. It was interesting, anyway, so Drew had agreed to be a 
volunteer.  

Stafar needed test subjects and the Scherrers were the only two he’d wrangled 
in so far. Both Joshua Scherrer and his sister, Sandy, had contributed valuable 
assistance in designing and implementing a new “language” for encoding memories 
onto the DNA strand, but Stafar had gotten them both to volunteer as his first guinea 
pigs, too. Andrew was the third, a genetically-unrelated subject. He hadn’t told Will 
about it. Given Will’s reaction to the Ronninger project, Drew wasn’t sure he ever 
would let Will know he’d been a part of Stafar’s early testing. Maybe if Stafar got the 
process going and everyone found out about it, Drew might admit a hand in its testing 
then. For now, Stafar couldn’t even get Cory Jansen to help with the detail work at the 
cut-and-splice table. Drew didn’t really have that much confidence in Stafar’s ability to 
do the level of genetic splicing required without Jansen’s expert hands. He wasn’t 
entirely sure he’d survive an attempt at a full replacement. If he didn’t get out of the 
car soon, though, he had a sinking feeling Stafar would make Drew find out how good 
a hand he had at genetic splicing. 

Drew took a deep breath and dragged himself around to face the pilot’s chair. 
He could crawl out the driver’s side hatch more easily than risking those sharp circuit 
boards again. That’s all he had to do, just get up there onto the seat cushion, and flip 
the emergency beacon next to the hatch release on his way out. In fact, if he got the 
hatch open, he could just fall out, letting gravity do half the work. He had a plan. He 
could do this. So why wasn’t he moving? He felt weak, that was why.  

He supposed he had good cause to feel weak. He’d just suffered an insult to the 
body as Cory liked to put it. Yes, Andrew decided, his body was certainly feeling 
insulted, but not being one to wallow in it, he gripped the far side of the seat cushion 
and pulled hard, squeezing his eyes shut as the stumps dragged on the deck and the 
finely-tuned pain shot up to make its first appearance. Pain was weakness leaving the 
body. That’s what Will always told him but this didn’t feel at all weak or like it was 
leaving his body anytime soon. It was a searing white pain that shot all the way up to 
his eyeballs. He’d levered himself up about two centimeters but then the pain knocked 
his breath out of him.  



He was trying to regain his breath and focus when he heard a loud thud he 
couldn’t place then a hissing sound started. Now, that he recognized. A reserve oxygen 
tank was leaking into the cabin. Lovely. Maybe the oxygen was right under him. Well, 
he was feeling light-headed. He could probably use more oxygen. Maybe that’s why he 
couldn’t catch his breath. It wasn’t the pain; it was lack of oxygen. It made him feel 
better to telling himself that. 

He’d barely finished the thought when the fire flashed to life before his eyes—
literally, engulfing the forward cabin from the starboard side passenger seat cushion 
not two centimeters in front of his face. He marveled at proof that the speed of light 
was faster than that of sound. The fire moved silently at first then seemed to roar to 
life out of nowhere. The acrid smell of melted seat cushion filled his nostrils. Drew 
summoned all of his upper body strength to drag his torso onto the bottom of the 
pilot’s seat, and the pain in his lower extremities kicked in again. He told himself that 
his brain was only allowing him to feel the pain because he was close to being out of 
mortal danger. The human brain will block pain when survival requires mobility that 
the pain might otherwise prevent. That’s how a person can walk on a broken leg. Mind 
over body. The pain was a good sign. 

His index and middle fingers brushed at the emergency beacon solenoid and it 
lit up. He’d gotten the signal off. That was the first step. Now he just needed to get 
himself outside where his life signs could be detected and he could be rescued in 
minutes. He could pass out and wait to wake up whole and new again. Even if Stafar 
stuffed him into some cloned body with genetically inherited memories, the memories 
would stop as of yesterday, that being the last time he and Stafar had updated the 
database allegedly representing Andrew Caine’s mind and memory. 

The corner of the pilot’s seat bottom was digging into his rib cage so he let 
himself slide back down to the deck. The heat from the fire was palpable but he was 
far more concerned about the burning black smoke that was stinging his eyes now. 
He’d heard somewhere that you could suffocate on the toxic smoke faster than you 
could burn alive. He couldn’t think now whether that was a blessing or a curse.  

He crooked his elbow over his nose and mouth to act as a filter before taking a 
cautiously deep breath. He stretched his left arm across the seat cushion to haul 
himself up and reached with his right as far as he could stretch, but he still just 
missed the hatch release button. At least if he got the hatch popped open, he’d have 
fresh air. The fire would burn out if the hatch were open, wouldn’t it? No wait, that 
was backwards. He was losing the ability to think clearly. The urgency of his limited 
time hit him and he stretched up again, reaching over his head and throwing what 
weight he could muster behind it. He felt his fingertips brush on something convex 
before he slid down off the seat bottom again.  

He looked up but didn’t understand why the hatch was still closed. The fire was 
blazing away, the tiny space filling. The thick, black smoke billowed towards him as 
though it were alive and seeking him out, blind nemesis seeking out his nearly-blind 
self. His eyes and throat burned with it and he tried not to breathe too deeply but he 
had to breathe eventually. The dancing orange death crept closer to him, licking at his 
face like a new lover’s kiss, leaving a tingle behind. 



He was going to die here, he realized. He wasn’t going to wake up new and 
whole with or without Stafar’s mapped memories. If he couldn’t get out of here right 
now, he’d burn to death. He reached both hands up over his head, swatting at air 
seeking out the door when he realized he couldn’t see it through the smoke and his 
watering eyes. He swatted in the general direction, in a straight line, searching for the 
convex surface that was the hatch release. Again and again he came up empty, 
swatting at air. God, don’t let this happen. Please don’t let me go this way. 

Numbly, he thought Scherrer would appreciate the irony of Drew calling out to 
a deity he’d insisted didn’t even exist. It was better than dying mindlessly, wasn’t it? 
He didn’t want to die, not like this, not now. Not after how he and Will had said their 
last good byes.  

He thought now about their last moment, Will standing there waving good bye 
and smiling. It wasn’t that bad a good bye; it just wasn’t what he’d hoped for in a final 
good bye. There had to be more than that, didn’t there? He’d always thought there’d be 
more than that. There was nothing now. He closed his eyes and let his mind empty of 
everything but the thought of William and those cool, ice-blue eyes.  

I love you, Will. Don’t hate me for leaving you. 

 

 Chapter 3 

 

William had just opened a comm circuit to Stafar, intending to report that the 
lab had been secured, when he heard a muffled sound in the distance, like an 
explosion. He paused and looked off, straining to hear if there was a follow-up noise. 

“What is it, William?” Stafar Baghendi asked with high interest. 

“I’m not sure. Is anyone testing out here?” 

“Testing? Testing what?” 

“I don’t know, target practice.” 

“Certainly not! With the trouble we’ve had with the Phoenicians? Frankly, I’m 
going to be glad to have a reason to remove Andrew and Joshua from that location. 
We’ll just take the building down now. Joshua wasn’t leaving until Andrew did but 
there’s no excuse now—and why do you not look reassured at hearing that there’s no 
target practice out there today?” 

“I thought…it’s just—Stafar, I heard something. Has someone started a new 
construction project? Maybe an excavation or—” 

“No, I just told you, William, I want to reduce the human expansion out there. 
What exactly did you hear?” 



Out of the corner of his eye, William noticed Stafar reaching for something out 
of range of the vid pickup. The Old Man was going to check for himself. As usual.  

“Something…not natural. I don’t want to describe it beyond that because you 
know how it is out here. Echoes of sounds play tricks on you and I’m all alone here 
so…” William shrugged it off. “I’m probably imagining things. Maybe another Lyra 
pack is playing in the canyon. They knock boulders over all the time.” Stafar made a 
non-committal humming sound. Something about Stafar’s tone drew William’s focus 
back to vid image. “Do you know something you’re not telling me, Old Man?” 

“I know that if your favorite fellow weren’t so damned stubborn, we might 
actually have some tracking stations out there. I can’t get a fix on him. Didn’t you just 
say he was on his way over here? He couldn’t have the car’s shields up, could he?” 

“With the Phoenicians bringing down—God, do you think they shot him down? 
I—I have to go check.” William started to get up then stopped, remembering to ask, 
“Do you mind if I go check? I should get a visual if they were shot down.” 

“Before you go anywhere, put Joshua on the line. He’s late again. He said he 
was stopping to pick up some papers before our meeting so—” 

“He’s with Drew. They’re together.” 

“In that case,” Stafar wiggled his fingers at William, “go check on them both 
please. I’ll be here, waiting—and you just know how much I love to wait.” 

William locked the terminal out of habit and hurried outside to scan the 
horizon. It took about two seconds to pinpoint the spot, marked as it was by a column 
of black smoke rising to the sky. He rushed back inside to tell Stafar, “I can see it—
something. There’s something out there about eight maybe ten clicks. I haven’t got 
another car here. Claire dropped me off and was coming back after dinner so—” 

“So you’re going to run on foot ten kilometers through those hills and across 
open desert?” 

“I’m going to find out what’s going on—and who survived it. We’ll need a bus if 
you—” 

“I’m already checking for availability. Please see to your own safety, would you?” 

“I always do, Stafar.” 

“Except where Andrew is concerned. Make sure you take water and medical 
supplies.” The Old Man raised his brows in one of those annoying I-told-you-so ways 
he had. “I’d hate to lose all three of you in one day.” 

“You’re not losing any of us. Give me…” William calculated his pace at six 
minutes a kilometer if he didn’t stop to rest—and he wouldn’t—and he could make it 
shorter by cutting through the perilous rock canyons. “…forty-five minutes. You 
should have a bus there before me if you send them to the smoke signal. It’s 
impossible to miss.” 



Stafar leaned into the vid pickup, holding very still. “What color’s the smoke?” 

“It’s…just get someone out there, please, as quickly as possible.” 

Stafar looked down, tapped at something on the table in front of him. “Richard’s 
receiving the tasking now and should be there before you.” 

“Smokey will definitely be there before me. Tell him to check in once he arrives. 
Anything else, Administrator?” 

“Don’t start with me, William. Just report back the second you know 
something—and I mean the very second. Don’t take care of things first, please.” 

“I could check in every ten minutes if you’d like?” 

“I said don’t start. Between you and Callister, I’ll be surprised to hear word 
before you two walk in the door to see me. You did hear me say to take emergency first 
aid and water?” 

“I did and I will.” 

“And have an extra power cell, just in case. My last intel leads me to believe the 
Lyra are migrating into the canyon already, after the Pello herd to the north of you. 
Remember, shoot at the Pello, and the Lyra will follow them, not you.” 

William nodded. He knew how to disperse Lyra. They were the size of a Saber-
Toothed Tiger with the disposition of a Hyena—and they definitely hunted in packs. 
Pello, twice the size of Lyra, were their primary food source and neither would hunt 
humans but both had that defensive capability every indigenous species here seemed 
to have. They could fire something like lasers from their eyes—or wherever it was that 
the energy beam originated. First they glowed, then they looked at you, then a tight 
beam of blue-white light came at you and then…nothing. Then you were dead and 
gone. Disintegrated. Against each other, of course, it was a battle of strength but 
against humans? Humans didn’t have a chance. 

“Is there anything else you need, Administrator?” At this rate, whomever was in 
that crash would die of old age. 

“A new security chief.” Stafar told him 

If only the Old Man meant it, because William had had about enough of this 
job. “I’ll see who I can find. Harrington, out.” 

William rummaged in the desk drawer of Andrew’s work bench. There had been 
a handful of power cells in here last time William had checked. Now there was an 
assortment of hand tools, a hand full of wiring and only two power cells, but at least 
both were fully-charged. He’d wasted too much time talking to Stafar, he decided, as 
he stripped out of his blue dress tunic and tossed it onto Andrew’s work bench, 
kicking off his boots. He could run and climb barefoot faster and more easily than in 
those shiny things. He’d been doing it for twenty years already and right now, he 
needed utility, not style statements. 



Speaking of utility, he slipped the extra power cells into the ammo slots on his 
holster then checked his pistol—full charge—and considered switching out his knife 
on the other side for one of the smaller hand guns he’d left here for Drew’s use. He 
decided against. Pello weren’t aggressive. He could fire a short burst of his laser pistol 
near them and they’d scatter. Lyra wouldn’t be stopped by a laser no matter how big 
the gun. They could absorb energy as readily as expelling it in that blue-white glow. 
They just took it into their bodies like a sponge soaking up liquid. A knife, however, 
might be of use—if he could get close enough. 

He grabbed a pair of Drew’s light blue surgical scrubs, a couple of sizes too 
large for William but far better attire for running in the heat. He tied them tightly 
around his waist and choked down the sentimentality when a whiff of Drew’s cologne 
crept up his nose. Drew was fine. He had to be. Andrew Caine was the best pilot alive. 
If anyone could survive a car crash, it was Drew. That smoke was just…it was just not 
going to enter William’s mind, that’s what it was. The sooner he got his supplies 
together, the sooner he could focus on rescuing the stupid Scotsman. Stafar had been 
right about that; there was no way William could go run out into the middle of the 
Phoenician desert without supplies. 

The temperature would be at least forty Celsius already and it was going to get 
hotter by the hour. If William tried to max out his running pace at a four-minute 
kilometer, he’d drop from heat exhaustion before he reached the smoke signal. He’d 
have to take it slowly and stay hydrated. He found two Camelbacks and filled one with 
water, then rigged the other with saline solution. He stuffed the side pockets of both 
with packets of medical supplies: coagulant powder and an all-purpose antibiotic, 
then picked up several packets of burn gel and tried to convince himself he didn’t 
believe Drew was burning under that smoke. It was just a precaution to take burn gel. 
Stafar had ordered him to be cautious after all. He still stood there staring at the 
words on the packets of burn gel trying to get his heart to stop racing. 

He made quick work of weaving his long hair into a neat braid and stuffed it all 
up under a lightly-colored rag from Drew’s lab bench. He hoped there hadn’t been any 
toxic chemicals on the rag but he didn’t care to stop and check. There were toxins in 
that black smoke. Drew could lying there breathing in poison while he’s standing here 
worrying about his hair. He put the water-filled Camelback in front and slipped the 
saline-filled pouch onto his back, shifted his gun and knife around so they fit neatly 
between the collection of straps over his shoulders and then tested his freedom of 
movement by pin wheeling his arms. He was good to go. 

He’d thought a hundred times before how much he hated this world, but if the 
Phoenicians had taken what little was left of Andrew Caine, then William would have 
to admit, he’d have reached his limit at long last. They’d been stranded here for over 
twenty-five years; they were never leaving this godforsaken planet. They simply didn’t 
have the resources to build a new ship and the old girl was—well, she was dead and 
buried and staying down there. The planet, itself, didn’t make life easy. At least if he 
still had Andrew, or whoever this person was that Drew had become, William would 
have some motivation for getting up to do battle with the environment each morning. 
He could focus on their life together, on rebuilding a life together, but without Drew? 
What was the point of gearing up for survival like this just to walk ten clicks? 



After checking both lab benches and every locker in the room, he still hadn’t 
found a portable comm link in Drew’s lab. He used the security override to break into 
Scherrer’s wing of the building and searched Scherrer’s there, impatiently. In the back 
of his mind, he could feel Drew lying there, waiting for help to come. He pushed 
thoughts of Drew from his mind but that last glimpse of Drew’s lopsided grin as he’d 
lifted off with Scherrer in the back kept creeping into William’s mind. He made fun of 
Drew for that grin but didn’t think he could bear not to see it again. 

Scherrer’s office wasn’t helping him hurry out the door. It was one locked 
cabinet after another. Who the hell did the man think was going to come in here? 
Andrew was the only other person out here and really, did Scherrer think Drew even 
cared what he was doing? Had Scherrer not learned by now how focused Drew got 
when fixated on his own obsessions? 

William used his knife to break the lock off the center drawer and rummaged 
through the contents until he found a comm link—dead—shoved in the back. There 
were no extra power cells in the desk or anywhere else in the room. He shoved in one 
of his two precious spares and ran the diagnostics as he strapped the comm link to 
his forearm.  

When he got the circuit open, William told Stafar, “Finally! I’m leaving the lab.” 
He trotted down the hall, stopping in their little kitchenette area to find a salt tablet, 
which he popped into his mouth and downed with a gulp of water straight out of the 
tap. 

“I thought you left ten minutes ago!” Stafar bellowed at him. 

William wiped his mouth and griped, “It’s not easy to find supplies around here 
and you wanted to chat. May I go now? I’ll check in when I reach Fishhook Pass. And 
has Smokey lifted yet?” 

“Yes, he should make visual contact in the next few minutes. You can reach 
him on channel fourteen ninety. Please do reach out to him as soon as you’re in range. 
Don’t forget to take a salt tablet.” 

“Already done. I’m leaving at,” he checked the time, “eleven oh three. Send 
Smokey on SAR if you don’t hear from me by eleven-fifty. Harrington, out.” 

William cut the circuit without giving the Old Man a chance to say anything 
else. He wouldn’t need to have Smokey or anyone else conduct a Search-And-Rescue 
for William. No one knew these hills better. William kept to a four-minute-kilometer 
pace but slowed considerably when he had to start climbing through the thick 
underbrush on his ascent to the rocky mesas just before Fish Hook Pass. Then again, 
he knew the canyon well enough to recognize when there was a rock “out of place.” It 
was a little scary how familiar he’d become with the native rock formations. Scary, but 
necessary to survival. 

The Lyra lived in these rocks, making their dens in small caves or failing that, 
in a particularly thick thatch of the thorny bushes. Lyra loved the rocks and crevices. 
In that way, they reminded him of Earth’s Cougars, the Mountain Lions that had lived 



in the Northern hemisphere. Except for the saber-sized fangs, of course, and claws 
that could put a Grizzly Bear to shame. And let’s not forget that glowy blue light trick. 

To be safe, William avoided known den sites. He’d been training himself to run 
in these hills several times a week for over twenty years now. His biggest obstacle 
wasn’t the Lyra, but the heat. Now well over forty Celsius, he was running out of 
patches of shade the higher he went. Once he cleared Fish Hook Pass, named for the 
shape of the jutting rock formations suspended in mid-air, he’d run out of shade 
entirely. The temperature out on the open plains of the basin was going to be worse, 
closer to fifty. The plains were really some kind of crater, he suspected, millions of 
years old and as such, the area was a collection basin for heat. He could survive it, 
even run in it, but not for long. 

When he reached the apex of his ascent, he stopped and rested against a large 
rock at the top of the Pass to take a drink and assess the situation. He was halfway to 
his destination, maybe just a little more. With the advantage of high ground, however, 
he could see out into the plains of the basin. The smoke signal was still a neat 
column, billowing black and thick to the sky. He could see Smokey’s large medical 
transport already parked near the crash site. He sipped the water and cursed himself 
for not remembering to grab some kind of optics. He couldn’t see from this distance if 
the crashed vehicle were Drew’s or not but his gut said it was. The plains were empty. 
No Lyra waiting for him on the ground, just a clear four clicks out to the crash once he 
descended. He sucked on the Camelback feed as he rigged his rope to rappel down the 
hook of Fish Hook Pass. He had to force himself to take it slowly, to focus on the cliff 
face in front of him, rather than jumping off and letting the rope go. He was definitely 
tempted to just jump and drop in one step. Since he was over five hundred meters up, 
he disciplined himself to make a safe descent.  

As he reclaimed his rope and started looping it back into a bundle, he felt them 
at his back. From the sounds growing more distinct behind him, there was a pack of 
at least twenty Lyra, variously sized, settling into place. Watching him. Why hadn’t 
they simply attacked him when he hit the ground? Their packs were comprised of 
several family groups which hunted together. He wasn’t as tasty a morsel as say, a 
Pello, which weighed about a ton, but he would make a good learning exercise for 
young cubs, he supposed. He was, therefore, surprised to turn around and see an old 
man standing in the middle of the pack, apparently waiting for something. 

Or someone. 

He tied the rope ends down and dropped the bundle over his head resting it on 
one shoulder as he took in the old man. Definitely Phoenician, he wore his salt-and-
pepper hair long but he’d left it loose, with only a few small braids at each temple, 
pulled back to hold the bulk off his face. It was a style most older Phoenicians of both 
genders seemed to favor, no doubt for its simplicity. All of the younger Phoenicians 
William had seen tended to sculpt their hair into styles that made some kind of 
personal statement. Although William still hadn’t completely deciphered the messages, 
he’d determined two things. There were clan affiliations displayed by hair style and the 
more intricate the details of the hair sculpture, the higher the status of the individual. 
It was some kind of weird ranking system—until their hair turned grey, that is. Then 
Phoenicians wore their hair loose. Either the higher-ranked individuals no longer had 



anything to prove or William had completely misunderstood the significance of the hair 
styling. Native peoples on Earth had made statements with personal adornments. It 
was likely these people were saying something and if the Community was ever to make 
peace with these people, someone had to decipher the code. Sandy Scherrer took the 
language; William, the hair and other personal adornments. 

The old man in the middle of the Lyra pack was dressed in simple clothes, 
matching the rank implied by the long, loose hair. In one hand, he held a strong pole, 
resting it against the ground next to himself. William had the sense it wasn’t a walking 
stick or staff so much as a pole, like the Phoenicians used on their little pontoon 
boats. Did he expect a boat to rise up out of the sand under his feet so he could pole 
himself away? The closest river was over fifty kilometers beyond the hills where the 
Phoenicians had made their main camp. Maybe he’d turn the stick into a snake like 
Scherrer’s old Bible mythologies. 

The adult Lyra were giving the Phoenician man their undivided attention, 
calmly waiting like a pack of dogs for their owner to throw a ball. Was William about to 
become the ball? He stood at the base of the Pass and tried his comm link. No signal—
nor would there be until he stepped away from the rocks, which of course, would put 
him in plain view of the old man and his pet Lyra pack. 

So be it, William decided. He had to get across this basin to reach the crash site 
and he wasn’t going to let a damned Phoenician and his pet Lyra pack stop him. He 
unsheathed his knife and held it low, next to his leg. He kept his eyes locked on the 
Phoenician but took a few cautious steps forward then stopped when three of the 
younger Lyra approached, trotting towards him to investigate. Great. So he was to be a 
training exercise after all—and what, was this old man going to watch? Or maybe he 
was their trainer. That wasn’t the kind of thing William wanted to learn about the 
Phoenicians right now.  

The old man lifted his pole slightly off the ground, then tapped it end-wise twice 
on the ground before resuming his I’m waiting stance. The three smaller Lyra stopped 
at the double tap, turned and trotted back to the pack, playfully swatting at each 
other on the way. Interesting, so he was their trainer. What other tricks could the old 
man make them do? He took a few more steps away from the rock and tried the comm 
link again. This time, it crackled to life as he dialed into channel fourteen ninety.  

Smokey answered, “Callister.” 

“Harrington, at Fish Hook Pass. I can just see you.” 

“Oh yeah? Okay, let’s see, yeah, I got you on my scope. Uh, is that a Lyra pack 
with you?” 

“Yes, but I’m fine. They’re…never mind them. Is—” 

“You sure about that? Because that pack looks pretty big from where I’m 
standing.” 

“Smokey, fuck the Lyra. Whose car crashed there?” 



“I can do a quick fly-by to scatter them. This mess isn’t going anywhere.” 

“I’m fine with my company. Just tell me whose vehicle that is—or is there a 
reason you’re avoiding answering?” 

“It’s uhh, look I can come get you. It’s almost fifty out here; you must be dying.” 

“No, Smokey, for a third time, I’m fine. There’s…some Phoenician standing right 
here. He’s managing the Lyra. Don’t you see him?” 

“No, I don’t. Harrington, did you take something? Maybe a little Ferratin to juice 
up before your run?” 

“Smokey, if you don’t tell me whose fucking car that is, I’ll juice you up and I 
won’t need Ferratin to do it.” 

“Well, you know, it’s hard to tell, since most of the markings are gone. Maybe 
you can identify it for me. I’ll come pick you up. Just stay right there in the rocks 
where you’re safe from those cats.” 

Cats? Lyra were not cats and the rocks were their home field. He was safer 
standing in the open where, at least, he could defend himself on sure footing. “I don’t 
need a fucking ride. I need to know whose car it is. There should be a maker’s mark 
on the tail. I can see the tail’s still intact.” 

“Yeah, but it’s all wrecked up. It only looks intact from a distance. Trust me, 
most of this thing is wrecked, and what’s left is burned to a crisp. We got just the 
cargo hold left, and…shit, okay, Will, you asked so I’ll tell you. There’s a body, but just 
one.” 

“Whose?” 

“Scherrer’s but that doesn’t mean that Drew didn’t—” 

“I’m on my way. Tell Stafar I’m fine. Harrington, out.” 

William closed the circuit and crouched down to catch his breath when a wave 
of dizziness hit him. He kept the Phoenician and his pet Lyra in plain sight. The 
Phoenician waited another moment then swatted at the air twice with his free hand 
and the Lyra pack suddenly dispersed, running across the basin away from them. 

Nice trick, old man. 

The Phoenician balanced his big stick on one shoulder and walked towards 
William. Slowly, at a leisurely stroll. He never took his eyes off William, as though 
studying him deeply, more so the closer he got. Then he smiled. It was either a sad or 
condescending smile, William couldn’t be sure which. Maybe a little of both. 

William held a hand up to shield his eyes from the bright sun as he tried to take 
in the man’s face. Leathery, tanned skin about the same color as the dirt under his 
feet and just starting to wrinkle around the eyes and mouth. He had grey eyes about 



the same shade as the silver streaks in his hair. Despite all these outward signs of 
being one of the elders, the man’s demeanor was that of a young man. If William were 
to ignore the hair and wrinkles, he’d have guessed the man was a contemporary—well, 
not William’s actual age of over a hundred, but William’s apparent age of about thirty. 

When he got close enough, the old man reached a hand out and brushed at 
William’s brow, grazing over his temple and catching the sweat there, no doubt. Why 
on Earth would the man want to touch him? Oh yeah, not on Earth and not a man. 
Given their linguist, Sandy Scherrer, had yet to decipher the Phoenician language, 
conversation between the two peoples was, to the say the least, limited and strained. 
Therefore, it was more than a little disconcerting to hear the old man speak—and for 
William to understand everything he said.  

“You are stressed,” the old Phoenician remarked. It was not a question. 

The old man rubbed William’s sweat between his fingertips, staring at the 
moisture curiously, as though puzzled as to how it had come to be there. Since 
William had far more pressing matters than trying to figure out some native chieftain’s 
motives, he hoped the guy wasn’t here to finally open peace talks. Stafar had been 
trying to make contact with these people for months. It would be a terrible shame if 
the Phoenicians finally extended a hand for peace but did so to William, not Stafar—
not to mention that here and now, William had no patience for any of it. He had more 
important things to do, like rescuing Drew, and after that reconciling with Drew, and 
after that, it might help if his own life was in less than a million shattered pieces 
before he tried to liaise with an alien race.  

Not that it would ever be a good time for William Harrington to liaise. He was 
the one and only member of the Community convinced that the humans and 
Phoenicians did not need to mix. The planet was big enough for everyone. The humans 
just had to move, that’s all. The ship was already buried and not going anywhere. 
Abandoning the camp at the crash site, what was now their main settlement, would be 
no great loss. All they needed was a source of fresh water and the Phoenicians couldn’t 
have the only one on the planet. There had to be another tributary around somewhere; 
they just hadn’t found it yet. 

“I’m…” William glanced beyond the old man. The Lyra were gone. They’d 
literally vanished and he had a clear line of sight across the entire basin. He looked 
towards the smoke column marking the crash site. Smokey had lifted in the medical 
transport, a large, lumbering vehicle, and was headed his way. Good. Let Smokey be 
the diplomat here. He was more patient than William anyway. 

“I’ve got to leave now. I need to—” What? He didn’t even know what he was 
going to do when he got out there. What if Drew’s remains were so buried, so burned, 
so destroyed there was nothing left, as Smokey had implied? “I need to help…out 
there.” William pointed and nodded in the direction of Smokey’s approach. 

The old man didn’t move to look, keeping his gaze locked on William, boring 
into him thoughtfully as he continued to rub his thumb and fingers together, rubbing 
at the sweat he’d wiped from William’s brow. What was he thinking so deeply? Not my 
problem. William told himself and moved as if to go around the man but he stumbled, 



lost his balance briefly, feeling suddenly light-headed. The old man moved quickly to 
catch William by the elbow and hold him up, dropping his treasured pole in the 
process. It clattered to the hard ground and sounded awfully loud. That’s when 
William realized how quiet it was in the basin. He steadied himself and looked up to 
meet the old man’s eye in the thick silence. 

The Phoenician said, “I can help, when you need this. Not yet. You will ask me.” 
He looked down at his free hand and rubbed his fingers together again, looking 
questioningly at some invisible thing there, then looked up at William again. “I am 
Thuvius.” 

William wasn’t sure if that was the man’s name or position but it didn’t seem to 
matter. The man didn’t wait for a reply. He let go of William’s arm and then, certain 
that William was steady on his own two feet, turned and ran off, sweeping up his pole 
without missing a step. He virtually disappeared into the sandy basin, just as the Lyra 
had done. It was less than a minute later that Smokey touched down, stirring up a 
Dirt Devil from the vehicle’s braking jets. 

Richard “Smokey” Callister was a heavy set man with coarse hair that he let 
run wild. It was jet black now, but William had seen the man grow old once already. 
He went salt and pepper and then silvery grey in a startling kind of way, with silver 
streaks. That wasn’t where he got his nickname. He was called Smokey because of his 
driving. He was all too familiar with car crashes.  

Smokey’s skin was a smooth, soft brown the color of milk chocolate. William 
hadn’t had milk chocolate in so long, he couldn’t remember what it tasted like, but 
whenever he saw Smokey, he had that same warm feeling inside that he got from 
eating the long-lost confectionary treat. William doubted they could figure out how to 
grow a cocoa plant here, especially given they had no cocoa beans in stasis, but he 
had a genetic print of one. It was on his list of requests for production, if they ever 
figured out a good resource for raw material. Chocolate wasn’t a life essential but it 
sure made life bearable. 

Smokey stopped in front of him and put his hands out, a big question mark on 
his face. “So? Are you all right? You look kind of…not all right. For you.” 

“I’m a little light-headed.” William wiped the dust from his eyes and looked off to 
where the Phoenician had disappeared. “Let’s get inside to talk. I need more water.” He 
tapped at the empty Camelback by way of explanation. 

Smokey waved a hand to usher William to the vehicle. William hit the hatch 
release, gratefully noticing Smokey hadn’t said another word. Smokey was a good 
man, good at reading people, and a good listener. He wasn’t talkative by nature but 
William hoped he’d talk now and not make William have to ask for details of what had 
been found at the crash site. The rush of cool, conditioned air hit him like ice and sent 
his hair standing on end with goose bumps. He turned into the aft cabin to check for 
the body bag, black and slick and shiny. And occupied. 

“You already loaded Scherrer? Alone? I would’ve helped.” 



“Jesus, Will, I don’t think so. Just sit down, would you? I’ll get you a cold 
compress. You’re about to drop of heat stroke from the looks of you.” 

Smokey went past him and pulled down an empty bench across the aisle from 
the body bag then patted it as he continued to the cabinets on the back wall. William 
felt half-dead now that he was cooling off and if Drew were gone, he wouldn’t mind 
joining the corpse. He sat down without argument. Smokey came back with a cold, wet 
flexible pack to place on the back of William’s neck.  

William held it in place and asked, “What did you get? I mean, of Drew? How 
much clean material was left?” William could smell the acrid stench of the fire 
emanating from the sealed body bag. Either Scherrer had burned as well, or the fire 
had been that bad. He suspected the latter. 

“That’s Scherrer in there, Will, mostly intact. Here, drink this.” Smokey held out 
a pouch, cold to William’s touch. When he looked at it and then up again, Smokey told 
him, “Electrolytes. I know green’s your favorite so don’t give me any shit. Just suck it 
down before you pass out.” William tore off the corner of the pouch and did as he was 
told. Smokey asked more quietly, “So what the hell happened out there? Did they get 
hit? Stafar didn’t tell me anything, just…he wanted me to get there before you and 
that I’d hear from you on fourteen ninety.” 

“I don’t know what happened.” William lifted his free hand to take the cold pack 
off the back of his neck. “I’m good enough to lift. Let’s go have a look.” 

“There’s nothing back there to see, Will. Trust me, you don’t want to…it’s a 
gruesome enough sight for me and—look, you sure you’re feeling okay? I don’t need to 
take a reading?” 

“No, I’m fine, I’m just—if you’re not taking me the last two meters, I’ll walk but 
I’m going to see what happened.” William started to get up and Smokey shoved him 
back down. 

“Lie down for Christ’s sake. I’ll take you. Just promise me you won’t dig through 
that stuff with your bare hands. There’s nothing there, Will. I checked. He’s gone. All 
of him. It must’ve been quite the fire, maybe the fuel cell kicked in. Looks like it 
flashed after it started and took everything out in minutes, so…he went quickly. 

William glared up at him. How could a sane man suggest anyone could “go 
quickly” by burning to death? 

“Anyway, the aft cargo hold’s all that made it through.” Smokey looked at the 
body bag. “If Scherrer hadn’t been locked behind that safety door…I don’t understand 
why he was or why that safety door was down with Drew on the wrong side of it, but 
Scherrer’s nearly intact. I think he died of a broken neck. Could’ve been lack of 
oxygen. The scan showed both. You got any idea what they were doing?” 

“Bickering, when they lifted anyway. Are you sure there was nothing under the 
rubble, maybe one of the larger bones survived. It’s possible, you know? It takes a lot 
of heat to completely burn a human body.” 



Smokey nodded, “Yeah I know, but there was a lot of heat, Will. It’s still pretty 
damned hot, not to mention the smell being toxic. Look, I’m sorry but Drew’s gone if 
that last extract Wonder Kid took—” 

“It wasn’t viable. Cory double-checked and still wanted a new one for the Vault. 
Drew had been going into the Centre twice a week to visit Cory and make deposits but 
something was wrong with the Vault. Or that’s what he told me.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I heard, too.” Smokey said glumly. “And Stafar’s got me 
working on it next. The Vault, I mean. We gotta fix it but I’m making Jansen take five 
more samples from me, just in case. You should do the same.” 

“What’s the point? What are we even doing here anymore?” 

“All right, Harrington, lie down. I’m not going down this road with you.” 

“But if Cory can’t use what he has, we have to find something else before it’s 
contaminated beyond usefulness. We have to go back out there, Smokey!” 

“Any genetic material out there is beyond contamination. Trust me, Will, it’s too 
late. It was too late when I got there; it’s way beyond too late now. So, are you lying 
down or am I making you?” 

William could see Callister wasn’t going to help him so he lay down on the 
bench in the medical transport like he was some kind of invalid. He’d take the ride to 
the Centre and come right back. No one was going to stop him from digging through 
that debris. Andrew Caine was not dead. 

 

Chapter 4 

 

“Andrew Caine is dead.” 

“I swear to God, Stafar, if you say that one more time, I’m going to kill you 
myself.” Cory Jansen increased the magnification of the genetic sample under his 
scanner and shook his head. “He’s not dead, not yet. We just—I just need to find a 
viable sample here. There’s gotta be one. I don’t need a lot, just one cluster and I can 
do this.” 

William was leaning against the doorway to Jansen’s lab in the Centre, arms 
crossed over his chest, one foot crossed in front of the other at the ankle, head leaning 
on the door jamb. He was holding up the door, given as that was about all he could 
manage right now. The idea that Drew was dead still hadn’t quite hit him. It was 
lingering there in the periphery of his consciousness but his mental guard had set up 
a perimeter and held the finality of such a thought at bay. The Boy Wonder, Cory 
Jansen, was breaking down his defenses with the discouraging words, though it was 
nice Cory wasn’t giving up easily. Stafar had started discussing alternatives when the 
first sample checked had proved non-viable. Cory was a pretty optimistic sap so he’d 



kept digging into the Vault for better source material, but if he was getting desperate, 
then desperate times had indeed set in. 

Stafar’s suggestion that they abandon Andrew and move forward with Scherrer, 
as though there was no hope left, was driven by the Old Man’s self-interest. Stafar had 
an experiment he wanted to run and apparently, he thought Drew would be the 
perfect prototype run. William wanted to throttle him for it. So did Cory. There was a 
whole accident site that hadn’t been excavated yet. If none of the samples from the 
Vault were a go, there was plenty of hope left out there on the Phoenician plains. 
There was no need for prototyping experimental processes, not to mention William’s 
opinion of Stafar’s experiment was that it would never be time for prototyping it now 
that Stafar had explained the whole thing to him. 

Besides, Cory hadn’t given up yet. William glared at the Old Man now as Stafar 
crossed the room to him. He was just too damned tired to be diplomatic with him. 

William said, “Tread carefully, Old Man. ” 

“I’m not giving up, William.” That was exactly what the Old Man was doing, in 
William’s opinion. “But we have to be practical here, think outside the box.” 

“And I’m telling you if you touch Drew’s box one more time I’m going to break 
your arms. It’s not up to you to decide what to do with Drew’s genetic source. That’s 
still my right and you definitely do not have my permission to proceed with your sick 
experiment, so stop asking, Stafar.” 

“Andrew would have allowed it. He saw that I could make this work.” 

“I don’t care what you claim. I know Drew wouldn’t want to be used like that. 
Try it out on yourself if you think it’s such a great idea. Go ahead and merge yourself 
into Scherrer.” William shuddered at the thought. 

“It’s not a merging one man into another, it’s…we should see one personality 
become dominant after the initial disorientation has worn off. If you’d help with the 
imprinting stage instead of fighting me on it this way—” 

William cut the  Old Man off with a look. He was making it sound as though he 
thought it was a done deal. Stafar had claimed the electro-chemical data representing 
Drew’s memories had been recorded. Frankly, William didn’t believe any of it would 
actually map to any of Drew’s memories. Stafar wanted to imprint  that data “map” 
directly into the unused portions of Scherrer’s DNA, encoding Scherrer’s genetic profile 
with portions of Drew’s so-called “memory map,” before initiating the start of 
Scherrer’s new spinal cord tissue. As it was, a person might be expected to suffer 
minor memory loss, as if from temporary amnesia, but this idea of Stafar’s sounded 
like he was trying to deliberately cause both Scherrer and Drew memory corruption. It 
didn’t sound safe and William would rather die, himself, than allow their last chance 
for recovering Andrew Caine to be turned into an experiment for Stafar Baghendi.  

Then again, if Stafar’s theory could be proven, it might indeed be a new method 
for extending their lives. But Drew was not going to be the prototype. Over William’s 



dead body—and William was definitely a lot harder to kill than Stafar seemed to think. 
Even Cory Jansen was completely against Stafar’s proposal. If Boy Wonder wanted to 
run a test under controlled laboratory conditions using recovered “waste” from failed 
crèche runs, then William knew something was off about Stafar’s proposal. Cory was 
bold and daring, that’s why he was called the Boy Wonder, but anything that made 
him cautious was probably bordering on stupid, not daring. 

Scherrer needed to be revived, regardless, and they certainly couldn’t wait 
much longer to start cloning him a new spine. William wondered if that new spine 
could possibly include both the literal and metaphorical parts but alas, it was likely to 
just be new tissue. Scherrer’s body had been brought back, functioning but 
immobilized under Phrenasia. Scherrer’s neck had definitely been snapped on impact. 
His body had been brain dead but had received a steady blood supply outside the 
short period when Smokey had bagged him up. Even if the Vault samples all proved to 
have suffered damage, which was looking like a clear possibility, there were unlimited 
tissue samples available for Scherrer. Andrew’s revival was the problem. 

Smokey had been right about needing more backups. Everyone alive now 
needed to have at least five samples stored in the Vault and more in a secondary 
location, given the Vault was having mechanical issues. No one was safe on this 
planet. It now occurred to William to suggest they might even like to start keeping 
fully-grown clones in stasis, separate and apart from the Vault’s stasis chamber. There 
were just too many ways to die here to risk everything on precariously-stored source 
material. 

They hadn’t even started decanting people—or rather, their genetic profiles from  
source material in the Vault, which had been the main supercargo on the ship. They 
had a genetic storehouse from over a million unique sources, preserved in stasis all 
the way from Earth. Theoretically, they could recreate some fraction of the human 
race if they could just establish a viable colony into which to introduce the people. You 
couldn’t just start populating the planet with no means of generating food or shelter 
for the masses.  

So far, they were having enough trouble maintaining their own numbers, let 
alone creating more people. Worse, if the containment field on the Vault was failing 
intermittently after only a quarter-century buried under the Phoenician soil, what 
would it do a hundred years from now? Once they started selective breeding, they were 
never leaving this planet. Obviously, they’d have to build some kind of structure over 
the ship’s crash site to insure constant attendance to maintain the integrity of the 
Vault, but without Drew, who’d be taking care of such things? Scherrer? He didn’t 
have a clue. They could decant George Reinhart, but he was an AI guy, not a 
mechanical genius as Drew had been—and there was clearly no guarantee Reinhart 
wouldn’t have gone the way of all the other samples in the Vault. George Reinhart 
might already be dead and they just didn’t know it yet. 

Cory sighed heavily and turned to face William and Stafar in the doorway. He 
shook his head. “I can’t use this one either and there aren’t anymore. I don’t 
understand how this could have happened and I gotta tell you, Stafar, if this is any 
example of what condition the Vault samples are in, I’m not going to be held 



responsible. I told you that equipment needed to be checked. The temperature controls 
are completely unpredictable here. Every time the sun comes up—” 

“Andrew said he’d get to it,” Stafar quietly interrupted him, “right after he got 
the crèche feeds running.” 

“And he told me he didn’t have time after he finished the crèche feeds,” Cory 
said, accusation in his tone. He slapped his tools down on the scanner table where 
he’d been examining the genetic sample. “And I told you to assign someone else 
because, well, this is why!” 

“And I have, I’ve put Callister on it.” Stafar said and ran his hands through his 
long, steel-grey hair, knocking half of it loose from the tie at the back of his neck. “We 
can still salvage Joshua, can’t we?” 

Cory waved this away. “Scherrer’s barely even dead. His brain has kept his 
memory mostly intact, from what I was seeing, and I could possibly even repair the 
spinal damage in vivo. For the record, are you authorizing use of the G3A hormone 
mix for use on Scherrer’s replacement parts? I’ll need new blood for him, too.” 

Stafar opened his hands in supplication—in conflict with the impatience on his 
face—and said, “Of course. Just do whatever you must to effect repairs on Joshua 
Scherrer’s body, but—” The Old Man turned to William again. “Please, William, 
reconsider. At least, let me try this method before you dismiss it. We can’t lose both of 
them. This is the only chance we have left to recover something of Andrew’s mind.” 

William held a hand out towards Cory. “You just heard Cory say Scherrer’s not 
lost and there’s nothing left of Andrew in the Vault.” William turned his attention to 
young Jansen. Sandy brown hair sticking up on one side over his boyish features 
made him look like a kid, but a brilliant kid, even William had to concede that much. 
“You concur on that, Cory?” Cory nodded. William turned back to Stafar. “Then I must 
insist on excavating that crash site. Immediately.” 

Stafar shook his head. “Callister said it wasn’t safe.” 

“Andrew is beyond safety now, don’t you think?” 

Cory interjected, “If you can bring me a viable sample, I can have Drew back as 
quick as—” Cory glanced at Stafar. “Well, assuming G3A again, as quick as three 
days. Barring that, Andrew Caine is officially pronounced dead, as of—what time was 
it this morning? Ten thirty something, right? I’ll need to get that from the logs when 
you retrieve the black box.” Cory sighed and put a hand over his mouth. “I can’t 
believe this. Of all people, I never thought Drew would go.” He shook his head. 

So that was it. Officially. The Medical Officer, himself, had pronounced Drew 
dead. It seemed like some kind of non-reality to William. He wasn’t ready to give up so 
easily.  

“As Director of Security, I’ll take the risk and excavate the site myself. Cory, 
don’t let him strong arm you into doing anything before I get back.” William turned to 



Stafar. “And you, Old Man, don’t you so much as look at Drew’s genetic print while I’m 
gone. Understood?” 

Stafar drew himself up defiantly and said, “I’ll look but not touch, how’s that?” 

“I’m warning you…” William let it trail off. He had to pick his battles these days 
and this one’s balance lay in what he found out on the plains, not in what Stafar did 
while he was gone. If he came back and had nothing, it would hit him. He knew it 
hadn’t hit him yet because he was still moving forward, doing something to fix the 
problem…as if it were merely a problem that Andrew had died, not a catastrophic 
event in his life.  

As he turned to go, Cory shouted, “Large bones are best, remember.” 

He remembered and he wasn’t looking forward to seeing Andrew’s large bones, 
crumbled and half burned in a pile of ash. He might never get the image from his 
mind. He collected a medical transport from outside the building, the same one 
Smokey had used to bring Scherrer’s body in judging from the smell still faintly 
detectable in the aft cabin, and pointed himself back towards the scene of the crime. 
At least it was a remote location. There was unlikely to be anyone else around, not 
even Phoenicians. He hoped not Phoenicians. 

# 

He couldn't feel anything but the heat of a light shining on his face. He didn't 
try to open his eyes when the red behind his eyelids told him the light was bright 
enough to be painful. Better to explore his situation first. He was always a cautious 
man, wasn't he? No, he wasn't the one who was cautious. That was...who was that? 
He couldn't remember but he knew it wasn't him. It was someone close, but someone 
he disliked. Why couldn't he remember the name of the man? 

He couldn't get a clear thought in his head, that’s why, and that, in itself, was 
also significant, wasn’t it? He was usually very good at reasoning out a problem. He 
tried to sit up to clear his head, but he couldn’t move. No, it was more than couldn’t. 
He wasn’t even there. He couldn't feel his body. He had no physical sensations at all 
beyond his face. He couldn't even tell if the surface he was on was hard or soft, though 
he was relatively certain he was lying horizontally on a flat surface. Well, then, he was 
probably waking up from surgery. That’s what this usually meant, wasn’t it? He hated 
feeling the nothingness—or not feeling, as it were. 

He could feel his face, so he focused on that. His eyes were closed, that much 
he knew, and now that he tried to open them, he found he couldn’t. It was as though 
they were glued shut with some kind of sticky substance. His tongue felt swollen and 
tingly in the back of his mouth and part of him knew this was a symptom of some sort 
of anesthesia wearing off. In another part of his mind, he thought, Of course it is! They 
put me under with Phrenasia. Then his heart raced as he realized he wasn't quite sure 
who “they” were but he knew he'd willingly permitted the use of the drug. Why would 
he permit such a thing? He hated drugs...didn’t he? And Phrenasia of all things isn’t 
something he’d choose unless…the words in case of emergency rang in his mind now. 
Had there been an emergency? Obviously, you’ve had surgery. 



The thoughts came to him unbidden. He felt as though he were a stranger 
listening in on someone else's thoughts, residing in someone else's body, watching 
someone else’s existence. It infuriated a part of him to feel so out of control, so 
helpless. Another side of him was amused by the first’s frustration, as though he were 
laughing quietly at himself. It was snide laughter, filled with loathing and arrogance. 
Why would he loathe himself that way? He loved the man he’d become—and it had 
taken a long and painful journey to get here!  

He needed to focus and figure this out. He could do it. Figuring out puzzles was 
his forte. Every part of him was sure of that one thought, which felt reassuring, but 
the more he tried to clear his mind to focus on just one thing at a time, the more 
disoriented he got. That's when he heard the voice. He recognized the voice, and was 
certain he knew the voice, but couldn't quite remember whose voice it was. All he 
knew was that it was not his own. Someone was in the room with him. 

"Are you awake this time?" the voice asked again but something about the 
intonation made it obvious the question was rhetorical. “Can you hear me?” 

The voice was male. The tone was rich and deep but also soft and fluid, like 
honey slowly dripping off the tongue, growing slippery from the heat of the flesh. The 
thought flashed an image through his mind: a drop of warm fluid dripping off hot flesh 
to land on his tongue. His breath caught at the surge of sexual pleasure the image 
generated. A part of him was shocked, wondering why would he have such sexual 
thoughts, but another part of him took pleasure in the whole thing, both the imagery 
itself and the idea he’d shocked the first part of himself with such an idea. It was like 
a complete contradiction of personalities were all blended together in his mind. He felt 
like one person with two completely different sides—and he had the urge to run away 
from both of them. Of course, he was unable to move at all, given the Phrenasia, and 
besides, the primary part of him wondered, how did one run from one’s own thoughts? 

“I need you to try to answer me if you can hear me.” The familiar voice urged 
him. 

He tried to open his mouth but it felt sealed shut, just like his eyes. Something 
brushed over his lips and he felt a tugging on his chin, as though cloth were catching 
on his beard. Did he have a beard? No, he didn’t. Part of him remembered having a 
beard but another part of him, that secondary part of him with the strange thoughts, 
that part of him was sure he did not wear a beard. In fact, he disliked beard hair 
intensely. He could clearly remember shaving on a regular basis—even, being shaved 
by someone else on a regular basis. 

Again, an image formed unbidden in his mind. This time it was a sunlit room, a 
loft full of light and open spaces. It was arranged like a bathroom with no walls, just 
shadows and reflections and a generally peaceful air coming from rich wood flooring 
and light wood panels on the walls. He was in the bathtub full of warm, soapy water 
and felt utterly relaxed. The sun was gleaming into the room through a high, 
intricately designed stained-glass window. The colored light warmed the top of his 
head—and he wasn’t alone. William was there, facing him, holding his chin between 
thumb and forefinger to force his face to the side. William was shaving him and they 
were laughing. The forefront of his mind shuddered away from the thought while that 



secondary part of him warmed to it—and delighted in his own disgust. His heart raced 
in terror. These thoughts were not his own. 

What the hell is going on here? 

That primary part of him recovered first to wonder, William who? William 
Harrington, my one and only love. The answer rang back at him, spinning through his 
mind like a runaway train. His heart leapt at the thought of William Harrington—and 
it was not the same racing in terror he’d felt a moment ago. He was…in love. 

The thought unraveled itself in his mind and stopped him cold. He was in love? 
That was impossible. He’d never been in love in his life! He’d wanted it but wishing for 
a thing didn’t make it happen. He’d learned long ago to let go of that hope and dream. 
No one was ever going to love him. The best he’d hoped for was companionship. One 
cannot be in love alone, after all. Despite knowing this with all his heart, that 
secondary part of his mind knew, without a doubt, he was in love—and with William 
Harrington! It made no sense. He didn’t even like the Security Chief. He felt a deeper, 
richer love than he’d ever imagined possible. It astounded him the depth of love he felt 
for Will. And that astonishment was the first unified thought he’d had, all parts of him 
in awe at the depth of the love he felt. All of him felt it but only one part of him knew it 
was his to feel. He was an intruder on someone else’s privacy, on something private 
and intimate and not his. 

He managed to open his mouth, barely, and took a breath. His mouth was dry, 
he thought, but then a wet towel was pushed into his mouth, sweeping around to 
clear whatever had been gluing his lips together. He coughed as the fabric dove in 
deep, nearly down his throat. Someone held his mouth open and then patted at his 
cheek. He felt hair on his jaw rebounding against their touch. He did have a beard. 
How strange. 

“Come on,” the voice urged him again, “open your eyes before Harrington gets 
back here. Once you’re awake, you can tell him yourself how well this worked out. He 
doesn’t believe me so you can prove us both right. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Yes, 
he would! Both parts of him wanted it but for such different reasons. 

The wet cloth wiped over his face, gently sweeping the gunk from his eyes, then 
it glided across his brow. 

Another voice, female and also vaguely familiar, added, “They don’t both want to 
see Will, do they?” 

“Careful what you’re saying. This is a very impressionable stage, very much 
like, I believe, a little baby chick. He might imprint on any ideas we suggest.” The man 
cleared his throat before muttering impatiently, “Come on, my little chickadee, open 
your damned eyes.”  

Someone patted both of his cheeks in unison now. Their hands were cold and 
damp. Was this voice trying to bribe him with the allure of—. Before he could finish 
the thought, that feeling of love rushed through him again, filling him. Just the mere 
thought of William Harrington did that? He did want to see Will again, more than 



anything. The first part of him was taken aback by the power of it. The drive and 
determination to see William Harrington was overwhelming. Life-changing. The back of 
his mind welcomed it. The rest of his mind marveled at the depth of emotion and was 
utterly confused by it. How could William Harrington have such an effect on anyone? 
The primary part of his mind started to understand how and comprehension scared 
him more than not knowing. Both parts of him agreed on that, at least. 

His eyes blinked open but he clamped them shut again immediately. The light 
was blinding. “Oh, sorry.” The voice said absently and the light faded, his eyelids no 
longer lighting up red. Cautiously, he opened his eyes again. The glue was gone. He 
saw the face of the man leaning over him and recognized it. Presumably, this was 
who’d been speaking to him and patting his face. The face was brown-skinned and 
deeply grooved, though it was unclear if the grooves were from gauntness or just the 
wrinkles of old age. The overall effect of the man was youthful—or at least, one in his 
prime. A young old man. Some part of him knew that was right. This was a young old 
man. 

The young old man smiled down at him. “There you are! I knew it! I just knew 
this would work. All right. Who are you?” 

What? Didn’t he know? Shouldn’t a person have to know someone before 
sticking a towel in their mouth and patting their cheeks?  

“Who—?” He heard himself talking, knew it was his own voice, but it sounded 
wrong. The intonation, accent, something about the timbre of the voice was off. “Who 
are you?” He finally got out and he definitely did not recognize his own voice, though 
the indignance seemed right. What had happened to his ability to enunciate? He had a 
thick accent, like he was speaking with marbles in his mouth. Of course, it could just 
be his tongue still swollen from the Phrenasia. 

“Oh, dear.” The young old man lamented. “That’s not good.” He waved at 
someone and a short, round woman with short, brown hair styled into a short, round 
ball circling her head came into view. “Let’s try those recognition tests now.” 

The woman nodded and tapped at something in her hands then an image 
sprang to life in the air over him, right in front of his face. He could see through the 
image but it was solid enough that he could make out what it was. A woman with 
blonde hair and brown eyes, smiling over her shoulder at him. The front of his mind 
knew she was someone close to him, maybe a family member, but not a wife. A sister, 
perhaps? The back of his mind decided that made sense but the front of his mind was 
sure this woman was not his sister—not a sister to either part of him. Like a sister. 
Yes, that was it. He knew her, like a sister. 

He was distracted now by how the image she was generating was created. The 
secondary part of him wondered how they did it while the primary part of his mind 
was amused at his own puzzlement. He knew how it was done. Part of him knew the 
process intimately. The elemental particles in the air were being excited, ionized into 
specific energies to display various colors which combined to form what appeared to 
be an image. It was a very simple problem, though it had taken a complex algorithm to 
implement. It had been the capping achievement of his lifetime to release the design 



for that little toy back before they’d left Earth. In the back of his mind, he wondered 
how he’d known the theory behind this image-projection trick. It was still like magic to 
that latter part of him. 

He didn’t look at the new image hanging in the air over him. He was confused 
by the jumble of thoughts that filled his mind now. Left Earth? Where was he now if 
he’d left Earth? And how exactly had he left a whole planet? The last he’d heard the 
private space exploration groups had all run out of funding—or he would’ve gone to 
work for them himself! He’d wanted to build things. The primary part of his mind 
knew, somehow, that the young old man had promised him just that, enough money 
to build whatever he wanted. Endless funding for his research. It was like a dream 
come true. The back of his mind recanted this as quickly as he’d thought it. The 
research aspect of life here was the nightmare that wouldn’t end.  

He looked around the room, what little of it he could see. It seemed familiar 
enough. He certainly didn’t think these people looked like aliens but the more he 
questioned himself on the details, the more certain he was that he had, indeed, left 
Earth. When? How? Why? Had it been against his will?  

Both parts of him shared the vague recollection that someone had been hunting 
him down—or trying to—and he’d been eager to pilot that ship. Pilot? He could pilot a 
ship? Yes! That’s when he felt truly alive. That had been the pinnacle of his career—for 
the secondary part of him anyway. The forefront of his mind was certain that he knew 
nothing about piloting a star ship. He didn’t even understand how the things were 
supposed to work. They’d sent him all kinds of equations to work through but it 
wasn’t as though he could learn orbital mechanics overnight. And yet he had, he was 
amazed to realize. One part of him had; the other had not. They’d asked both parts of 
him to work on the problem together. They’d asked both of him for a lot of things. 

They? Who were they? 

He looked up at the young old man and knew he was one of the “them.” No, not 
one of them; he was them, “their” leader. Both parts of him knew this man held the 
power to give and take away dreams and hopes and…purpose. There was no purpose 
here without the young old man’s approval. Both parts of him knew it and both parts 
of him resented the young old man for it. Why? Where was here? What kind of place 
could make a man afraid to be bored? His mind raced with all of the fears and now 
that both parts of his mind had fallen into agreement, both of him were afraid to 
disagree again. 

“He’s not focusing at all.” The young old man scowled and complained to the 
woman. “Check his nervous system reaction times again. Did we dial back the 
Phrenasia yet?” 

She said, “Yes, it’s fine. According to this,” She was looking down at the thing in 
her hands. “he’s a hundred percent functional right now. In fact, I’m getting a wild 
reading on his brainwaves. It’s as if—” She stopped and looked up at the young old 
man and let her mouth drop open. Slowly she went on. “I can see a lot of activity, 
maybe even twice the norm.” 



“Really?” The young old man smiled broadly and turned away from him, 
intrigued and reaching for the thing the young woman had held. “Let’s have a look at 
that.” He took a small device from her and tapped at it, nodding and making faces and 
small noises of approval. “This is a serendipitous turn of events, now, isn’t it?” 

The woman sucked in her lower lip and glanced down at him, then forced 
herself to smile quickly before turning away slightly, as if to say something private to 
the young old man. “Did you really go through with it, Stafar? I heard Cory say that 
Will told you not to. I thought you were waiting for him before you—” 

“Oh, relax!” The young old man waved at the air dismissively. “They’ll all get 
over it when this turns out all right, and watch what you’re saying. No more names, 
please, or he’ll imprint on them. This is far better than the nothing and no one  we had 
an hour ago. I think we can move forward but he’ll need to resolve the new situation 
himself. We can’t impose a personality on him. He has to choose one or the other on 
his own. You know, I do believe I recognize some of these traces. In fact, this one right 
here came in last week. Hm…”  

The young old man wandered off, out of range of his line of sight and the young 
woman looked down at him worriedly. Realizing she was standing there alone with 
him, she smiled nervously then quickly hurried off in the same direction as the young 
old man, the one she’d called Stafar. 

Stafar. That was a familiar name. Without warning, he heard someone saying, 
Stafar Baghendi, the most stubborn know-it-all this side of the Sahara. The thought 
came to him whole—to both parts of him. It was something everyone said about 
Stafar. Of course, he still had no idea who “everyone” was. 

 

Chapter 5 

 

William had no trouble finding the crash site again, even though he was flying 
“dark.” That is, he’d shut down all exterior lights and sensors and was literally 
watching through the windows to use the terrain below for guidance. The 
electromagnetic fields, or E-M, sent out by the sensor feedback system seemed to 
really stir up the wild life. Given they all had their own built-in laser assault weapons, 
William didn’t want to tempt a Lyra pack or anything else to shoot him down from the 
sky. He made a clear approach all the way out to the basin, circling twice to confirm 
the site was secure before he touched down, a few meters away. The sun was already 
setting and the area was bathed in an orange light but it was fading. He set the 
security screen “just in case,” because all sorts of things might come to investigate 
after full darkness set in. He grabbed a specimen collection kit and popped the hatch.  

Now would come the moment of truth. The site had an ungodly stench to it, 
cooked human meat mixed with toxic chemicals, but the smell wasn’t half as bad as 
the way it looked. Basically, there was a mound of charcoal next to what looked like 
the shell of the cargo hold. The safety door had sealed off the forward cabin, allowing it 



to burn down to nothing while preserving the aft end of the vehicle. Not completely 
intact, of course, Smokey had been right about the tail being smashed up in the crash, 
but the cargo hold was a sharp contrast of preservation next to the charred remains. 

After taking in the sight for a moment William tried to clear his mind and 
walked slowly and determinedly into the pile of charred remains. What he wanted 
wasn’t in the pristine cargo hold, though he approached that side of the pile and left 
the sample collection kit in the doorway. He gave a quick look over the interior of the 
cargo hold, determined the emergency switch had not been thrown from that side—the 
seal was still intact—and realized Andrew must have done this to save Scherrer’s life. 
Had he been that valiant or had he known Scherrer was already dead and tried to 
preserve the body for future use? It was hard to imagine what his husband must’ve 
thought in the crisis. Even in the best of times, William had a hard time 
understanding the way Drew’s mind worked. 

William began a slow and methodical search, scanner in hand, set to detect any 
patterns of genetic material that matched Drew’s DNA. He set the lower limit to a ten-
point match, figuring even a remnant would be better than nothing. He expected the 
scanner to light up almost immediately when he passed over the area he suspected 
was the port side as he moved away from the cargo hold door, but nothing happened. 
The only sound he heard was the crunching under his own feet as he walked on what 
was possibly Drew’s remains, certainly Drew’s grave.  

It was hard to keep walking with the crunching sound each step. He felt like he 
was committing some kind of sacriligeous act, stepping on this charred pile of debris, 
knowing part of it used to be a person. Not a person; Andrew Caine, the love of Will’s 
life. They’d had their issues, to say the least, but walking here now, hearing that 
crunch-crunch with each step, William knew he would have found a way to start again 
with Drew. They would have made it work. He wasn’t ready to give up and be alone. 

Not like this. 

He couldn’t listen to the sound of his own weight crushing the charred debris 
anymore so he dropped to his knees where he stood, in the middle of the pile, and held 
the scanner out at arm’s length, sweeping slowly in an arc over the area in front of 
him. When he had traced around the area enough that he was nearly pointed back to 
the cargo hold, he saw the Lyra sitting there. Maybe half a dozen were seated upright, 
watching him. Immediately he looked around for the old Phoenician. Sure enough, the 
old man was walking towards him, having been behind the cargo hold, back near the 
tail end of the wreckage. 

The Phoenician smiled at William and nodded a silent greeting then waved a 
hand at the air, much the way Stafar did when he was dismissing an idea, and in 
much the same way, the Lyra were dismissed. They dispersed silently into the 
darkness.  

The old Phoenician said, “They like me, so they do what I want. I don’t know 
why, but I like them, too. Lightly smoked.” 



The old man grinned and William wondered if that was a joke or not. The man 
was speaking nearly perfect Standard now—or at least it sounded that way to William. 
Was he really saying he’d eaten a Lyra—smoked? Was that safe? Well, maybe for 
Phoenicians. They probably had stronger digestive systems or maybe the local 
parasites didn’t like them as much as they had the humans. Half a dozen members 
had been lost in the first few days due to local parasites, literally eating them alive 
from the inside out. So much for the Community “living off the land” here. It had been 
more like the land living off the humans, as it seemed like each night more and more 
wild life “discovered” the new food source. They’d had to set up strong E-M fields and 
play with the frequency to find the right one that would fend off all comers. 

The Phoenician said, “Tell me your name.” 

Did this guy want to get friendly? God, how was William going to explain that 
he was not the right person to open diplomatic relations—or at least, not right now? 

“William.” He muttered. 

“Willem.” The Phoenician repeated. 

William looked up and said, “No, it’s—” He stopped when he saw the old man 
smirking then added quietly, “William.” 

The Phoenician nodded and kept smiling smugly but said, “William,” maybe 
just to prove he could pronounce it correctly. He pointed to himself and said, 
“Thuvius.” 

William nodded, glad to know that had been the man’s name, not his title, but 
William really didn’t want to sit down to tea here. He had other things to do. He 
indicated the wreckage and said, “I—I need to…” He had no idea how to explain what 
he needed to do, what he needed to get from this pile of detritus, so he was grateful 
when the old Phoenician nodded and pointed with his pole at a specific spot in the pile 
of charred remains.  

Since he hadn’t gotten there yet, William climbed over, on his hands and knees, 
and tried to ignore the sounds he made as his weight compressed the debris under 
him. He sat back on his heels and swept the scanner from side to side slowly, tracing 
a full one-eighty-degree arc around himself, but the little device remained stoutly 
silent. He didn’t want to dismiss the site too quickly, as that might seem rude to the 
Phoenician, but a second pass proved the spot contained just pure ship and none of 
Drew’s genetic source.  

Thuvius shook his head ruefully, and William wondered if he were doing 
something wrong but the scanner was pretty accurate. Scherrer had updated the AI 
behind it just last month. They could detect a specific substances at a resolution of as 
little as ten parts per million now. That was better than they’d ever had before—and 
William didn’t need ten parts per million. He needed the one in a million part that was 
still intact enough Cory could work with it. Just one large bone. There had to be 
something here. Drew’s body was almost definitely all in one place so once he got any 
kind of blip on the scanner, he could just dig until he found it. 



Thuvius sighed and William crawled back over to the cargo hold section to take 
an anti-nausea patch from his kit. The fumes rising from the debris were more potent 
than he’d expected. He sat down on the edge of what used to be the deck where the 
safety door would have sealed and looked over at the old Phoenician 

I can help, when you need this…ask me. The Phoenician’s words came back to 
William now, so he asked, “Where to next, Thuvius? Got anymore suggestions on 
where to search?” 

The old man’s pole went down in front of him. 

“He’s not here. I already checked.”  

William looked down at the spot where the old man’s pole now slowly turned, 
digging its way down into the charred debris. William put a hand on the pole to stop 
its motion and the Phoenician withdrew it completely, resting his pole on the ground 
next to the debris pile. 

William tried the scanner again, right where the old man’s pole had left a tiny 
hole in the charcoal and sure enough, he got a tiny blip. It wasn’t much but it was 
more than he’d gotten anywhere else. It was enough to make his heart jump with 
hope. He set the scanner down just inside the cargo hold and set himself down to dig. 
Slowly, carefully, he searched with his fingers, not his eyes. The night was so dark he 
could barely see his own hands contrasting against the charred debris, though that 
might have been because his hands were now covered in the charcoal, too. He felt 
rather than saw the shard of bone. Just one. A small one. Maybe a metatarsal, he 
decided after he’d dusted it off. He had only about two centimeters of it—Drew’s feet 
had been larger than that so this had been broken. The good news, though, was that 
the tibia couldn’t be far behind. He set the bone fragment down inside the cargo hold 
and turned back to the pile of charcoal, hope renewed. He’d found one, he could find 
another. 

He swept his fingers around but though he stumbled upon a few additional 
bone shards, they were even smaller than the first one he’d found, maybe smaller 
phalanges. He wasn’t sure why, but it was one of these tiny little bone shards, no 
more than a centimeter long, that got to him. It was this one little phalange, one of 
Drew’s little toes, sitting in his hand that broke him. He could hardly swallow, let 
alone breathe, as the sobbing overtook him but he managed to grip that tiny bone 
shard in his hand and not lose it again in the larger pile of gruesome remains in front 
of him. He looked out over the charcoal pile and didn’t see remains or debris but a 
grave, a sort of dun, like Drew’s Celtic ancestors had built over their dead and he 
knew Drew was gone. It wasn’t fair. That was all he could think was how unfair it was. 

The next thing he knew, Thuvius was crouched down in front of him. To 
William’s surprise, the Phoenician handed him a knife, hilt first. William looked up 
and swiped his shoulder against his face to knock the tears from his eyes. Was the old 
man offering him the means to kill himself? Should he take it? He looked up from the 
knife in the Phoenician’s hand to look him in the eye. Thuvius nodded at a point just 
past William’s shoulder. William wasn’t sure what the old man was getting at, which 
must’ve been clear on his face, because the Phoenician pulled his grey hair around 



with one hand and made a sawing motion in the air over it with the knife. Then the old 
man held the knife out to William and bobbed his chin at him. Did he want William to 
cut off his hair? It had taken years to get this long. Drew loved his hair long. 

In answer to William’s silent questioning, Thuvius said, “To show what you 
have lost here. By the time it grows back again, you will grow back with it. Whole.” 

Whole? How could he ever be whole again when such a big part of him had 
been torn out and lay crumbling and crunching under him? But he took the knife, and 
he pulled his braided up hair around and looked at it. His hands were as black as his 
hair. He was covered in the charcoal remains of Drew’s death. That was probably 
worse than cutting off his hair, knowing Drew’s body, charred, was possibly coating 
him in the fine black powder.  

The knife was sharp. It only took one cut to hack through the entire shank of 
hair. It was easier than he’d expected or thought it should be. Now what? Cut off his 
arms and legs and leave himself here on Drew’s pyre? Apparently not, for the 
Phoenician put his hand out to take the knife back. William tossed it over in his hand 
and held it up, hilt first. For all the old man’s smirks and smugness, he had a somber 
look on his face now, as he took the knife away. It was nice of him to be a little 
respectful, assuming he was. 

The Phoenician did the strangest thing next. He ran his fingers over the blade, 
as though he were cleaning the charcoal off before returning it to its sheath, but he 
didn’t return it to the sheath on his hip. He rubbed the black powder between his 
fingers, just as he’d done with William’s sweat earlier.  

Thuvius nodded and said, “He is here, with you now.” Then he slipped his knife 
into the sheath and picked up his pole, resuming his patient waiting stance. 

With me? Drew was here, in this powder? Where? It seemed hopeless looking at 
the pile of blackness. William picked up the scanner from the deck of the cargo hold 
where he’d abandoned it and turned it back on. He scanned his own hands and sure 
enough, the indicator told him Drew was all over him—and in more than ten parts per 
million. He scanned the area where he’d found the bone shards and got nothing. How 
was that even possible? 

Thuvius held the end of his pole out to William. When William failed to take it, 
he said, “We go now. It is time.” Time? Time for what? Again, the strange old man 
answered William’s silent question. “Time for me to meet…” The Phoenician looked 
around the rubble then added a muttered, “…him.” 

 

Chapter 6 

 

When William walked into the building, Cory’s assistant, Connie, took in his 
raggedly-cut hair and the bizarre way he’d wrapped his hands and seemed unsure as 



to whether or not to allow him in. After William had seen the scanner readings of the 
black powder now coating his hands, showing higher traces of Drew’s genetic profile 
than the scanner had reported present in the actual bone fragments, William had 
wrapped little filmy bags over his hands. The sort he’d use for recovery of forensics 
material. The sort that sealed themselves tightly around whatever they contained, 
leaving excess film sticking out in odd places as the vacuum formed. His hands, 
blackened inside, probably looked like some ghastly burn victim. Or frost bite victim, 
he reflected now as he stood here looking down at the film-gloved hands under bright 
lights. 

He decided not to explain himself and just started across the room to deliver the 
“evidence” on his hands directly into Cory’s custody. Connie intercepted him and 
posed, her back to the interior door, arms and legs splayed as though her tiny frame 
was going to block his access. 

“You can’t go in there, Will.” She warned him. 

William looked at her and simply said, “I can and I am.” He held his “gloved” 
hands up. “Cory’s waiting for this. I have traces of Drew here.” 

“It’s too late. Cory’s gone. He left when—look, the Old Man’s doing something 
crazy in there, and—” 

“No!” William shouted and shoved her out of the way with careless disregard for 
the precious evidence on his hands. Thankfully the vacuum bags didn’t lose their 
seal—or injure Connie with any errant sharp corners. Leaving Connie gaping at the 
interior door, and Thuvius patiently waiting at the exterior door, William burst into the 
room only to come to an anti-climatic halt two steps in. 

Stafar was standing next to a MedTable talking to a man who was seated on it, 
steadying himself. He looked like he’d just come out of a Phrenasia fog—or worse. 
William wasn’t sure he recognized the man. It almost looked like Joshua Scherrer—
but almost, not quite. Something was off. It was something about the way he held 
himself, William realized, and then the man turned to look in William’s direction. He 
made eye contact and his face lit up. It was Andrew’s smile on Joshua Scherrer’s face. 
Andrew’s smile, and William realized as he looked more closely, Andrew’s freckles. 
Scherrer had definitely not had freckles but this man definitely did. The little 
decorative spots of pigmentation were practically appearing before William’s eyes as he 
stared in disbelief at this man. 

The expression on the freckled face of the man on the MedTable changed from a 
smile that could light up a room to a scowl that virtually punched William in the gut. 
William didn’t even realize he’d stumbled back until Thuvius had caught and steadied 
him again. The old man whispered, “This is why I am here. I told you. He is unwell.” 
William had completely forgotten the old Phoenician was here, let alone that he’d made 
some strange prophetic remark out there on the plains. 

By the time William had regained his own footing, Stafar was nearly in arm’s 
reach and getting closer. The Old Man stopped abruptly and reversed direction before 
William realized he’d lunged at Stafar with his film-gloved hands.  



Stafar said, “Now see here, Harrington, I had Andrew’s consent. I have it on 
record, in his own words.” 

“You do not! You’re lying!” 

“Two weeks ago. It was his choice. He wanted to participate in my study. He 
asked me to take the reading the first time.” 

“And after that—” 

“And after that, he came in three more times. You’ve barely spoken to him—he 
told me you two have been at odds, so don’t deny it. Now…this is…we’re not sure who 
this is. I could use your help, Harrington. You’re likely to get a much better response 
than I’ve been able to elicit but speaking of not knowing…” Stafar leaned over to look 
past William at the old Phoenician standing quietly behind him. “Who’s this?” 

William was fuming. He took another look at the strange man on the MedTable. 
He just sat there, quietly—which was uncharacteristic of either Scherrer or Drew—and 
kept looking William over, head to foot and back again. He gave a quick glance at the 
Phoenician and then turned his back to the whole group.  

William took a calming breath then told Stafar, “I think his name is Thuvius. He 
found me out at the crash site.” William held up his bagged hands. “He helped me find 
this. This is a viable sample of Andrew’s genetic profile. The scanner put this powder 
at a higher content than the bones I found.” He tapped an elbow at the collection kit 
he’s slung over his shoulder. “Would you take that kit, please? Cory—and I mean 
Cory, not you—will need to see what we can salvage. I don’t want you touching what 
little I have left of Drew.” 

Stafar carefully unslung the strap and lifted it past William’s bagged hands, 
mumbling, “I wouldn’t know what to do with it. I’m sure that’s part of the problem 
we’re having here. I really could use your help, Harrington, before he starts degrading 
or worse, settles into this current situation.” 

“What did you do exactly?”  

Stafar put the collection kit down on a counter and waved a hand dismissively. 
“It’s like any other gene therapy, just a little infusion, but…” Stafar looked up now, 
caught William’s eye then continued past him to the Phoenician. “…it was someone 
else’s genetic material I mixed into Joshua’s new brain stem. When Cory started 
growing it, he—well, Cory left when he saw the deviation.” Stafar shrugged. “I can’t 
imagine why.” 

“You can’t imagine why your interference with his perfectly safe medical 
procedure to carry out your incredibly dangerous experiment drove him out of his own 
lab? Do you even realize you could’ve killed them both, Stafar? What if Scherrer’s body 
had rejected Drew’s material? It’s not a fucking bone graft and you’re supposed to be 
the Administrator! You should’ve been the one to stop this, not set a fucking precedent 
for it.” 



“That’s almost exactly what Cory said, save for the colorful embelishments, of 
course.”  

Stafar let out a long breath as if he were relieved to have the incident behind 
them. Did he really believe this was over? William lifted his hands to run his fingers 
through his hair but nearly took his eye out with a sharp corner of vacuum-flattened 
film. He shoved his unevenly cut hair out of his face rubbing the crook of his elbow 
across his forehead. It was nowhere near as satisfying as figuratively pulling his hair 
out. 

William said, “You’d better hope your colorful embelishments of that,” William 
nodded his chin at the back of the man on the MedTable then lowered his voice, “turn 
out to everyone’s satisfaction, and I mean everyone’s, or you’ll be out of a job, Old 
Man. I’ll see to it.” 

“You can’t impeach me.” Stafar hissed. 

“Oh, yes, I can! I’m the only one who can, remember? You wrote that by-law 
yourself back when Georges was heading Security.” 

“Well, him, I trusted.” Stafar muttered. 

“Fuck you.” William said, not even trying to keep his voice low. “I might just 
relieve you of duty regardless. It’s time we had some fresh ideas around here—sane 
ideas, not this shit.” William started towards the MedTable and Stafar stopped him. 

“You can’t talk to him like this, Harrington!” Stafar warned him, then lowered 
his voice and dragged William back a few steps, away from the MedTable. “You don’t 
understand—you need to understand what—that is to say, who that is there. He’s 
not...done resolving, I suppose is the way to put it.” 

“I suspect the correct way to put it is you created an abomination you had no 
right to make.” William snapped his bitter accusation out then realized how loud his 
voice had gotten and was a little uncomfortable when the abomination, himself, 
turned to look at them. William saw something of Drew behind those golden-brown 
eyes of Scherrer’s, someone painfully aware of himself. 

“It’s me.” The hybrid of a man said. “Isn’t it? I’m the abomination?” He laughed 
suddenly. “Well, it’s about time you two—” He stopped and looked down at his hands 
as though he wasn’t sure how they’d appeared at the ends of his arms. His expression 
was distant and unfocused—and scared in a very Drew-like way. In the way Drew had 
looked when they’d confirmed the ship’s engines were completely and utterly 
destroyed. In the way that said reality had just hit the hybrid flat in the face. Hard. 

“How did this happen? Where am I, Will?” 

William made it to the side of the MedTable and reached up before he realized 
his hands were still bagged. “Drew?” 

“Am I? I think it’s me and you’re Will, aren’t you? What’s happened to me?” The 
hybrid’s accent was so perfectly familiar, William felt his throat close up. “What’s 



wrong with—” The man on the table winced and shut his eyes, then in perfectly 
accented Russian, added, “I can’t even speak anymore. I’m in someone else’s—” The 
man’s eyes flew open and he looked at William, a wild look in his odd eyes. “Get me 
out of here!” The Scots accent was gone. Scherrer’s voice was perfectly recognizeable to 
William’s ear when the man shouted, “You can’t do this to me!” It was such a Scherrer 
thing to say. 

William turned but before he could ask Stafar anything, the Old Man had his 
elbow and said, “Let’s get these off you first.” Stafar tried to usher William away. 

“What’s wrong with him? It’s like there are two of him there.” 

“Well, yes, there’s been a little glitch in the process and I—” 

William yanked his elbow from the Old Man’s grip. “Who the fuck is that?” 

Stafar looked past him at the man on MedTable and said quietly, “Please keep 
your voice down. He’s very impressionable right now.” 

William didn’t fully understand the revival process, but he’d gone through it 
once himself. There was a disorientation phase. He’d known who he was when he’d 
woken up, though. His memories had been intact. He’d thought so at the time, 
anyway. Had he forgotten about this level of confusion? No, this was more than mere 
confusion. This man’s voice was changing—pitch and inflection, not to mention 
language and accent. And it wasn’t just the voice, William realized as he remembered 
those Drew-like freckles spattered across the man’s Scherrer-like nose. The old 
Phoenician was still standing, patiently, quietly, waiting in the door but his words 
came back to Will now: He is unwell. Stafar turned to follow his gaze. 

“What is he doing here, by the way? And how did you get him here?” 

“He’s here to help. He said he’s here to—” William looked Stafar in the eye and 
said, “He’s here to fix what you broke, and I think we should let him try. In the 
meantime…” William held his bagged hands up. “I could use your assistance 
transferring this into a collection unit—despite how much I hate to let you touch even 
one cell of Drew’s remains.” 

“Thank you for allowing me to help you.” Stafar’s tone was haughty as ever but 
he cleared his throat and asked more quietly, “What exactly do you mean he’s here to 
help? And how do you know what he said? When did you learn Phoenician?” 

“I didn’t but,” William looked again at the old Phoenician across the room and 
Thuvius started across the room, slowly, his pole clicking on the polished stone floor 
with each step. “I know he’s here to help, and I know we have to let him. I don’t know 
why, I just feel it. In my gut, Stafar, now...” William held his hands up again. “please.” 

Stafar guided William’s hands into the makeshift forensics collection unit—an 
isolation box for handling potentially hazardous materials without risking 
contamination of the handler’s area. Stafar set the seals around William’s wrists, 
essentially handcuffing him to the box, and began a slow and methodical brushing off 



of the dust that was the last remnant they had of Drew. Using a brush designed for 
archaeological excavation, Stafar’s progress was going to take an hour, William would 
have guessed, and when he glanced back across the room, Thuvius had already 
reached the side of the MedTable. William didn’t have an hour to wait for Stafar. 

“Hurry up, I want to hear what he’s saying. Just suck off the top layer of dermis 
with that vacuum thing if you have to but get me out of this.” 

Stafar sighed, a beleagured sound, and rolled his eyes at William. “So you can 
blame me later for screwing up the collection? I think not.” Stafar continued his slow, 
methodical and meticulous brushing at the black powder inside the little isolation box. 

The Phoenician arrived at the MedTable and set his pole down against the side 
of it, beside the Joshua Scherrer-Andrew Caine hybrid. Thuvius took the man’s chin 
between his thumb and forefinger and turned his head, to examine his face. The 
hybrid man’s face was clean-shaven now, William noted, and he wondered how angry 
Scherrer would be about having had his thick beard shaved off.  

The Phoenician forced the hybrid man to make eye contact then spoke quietly 
to him. Even if William could have read his lips, he wouldn’t have known what the old 
Phoenician was saying—he spoke in Phoenician. He had to wonder why the man on 
the MedTable was sitting, listening, so quietly. Neither Scherrer nor Drew spoke 
Phoenician, though Scherrer and his sister, Sandy, had an affinity for languages. It 
seemed to run in their family. Scherrer had simply refused to even try to learn the 
native people’s tongue, saying it was beneath him. At least Sandy Scherrer had taken 
on the task. She was a Linguist by training, after all, so if anyone could decipher the 
Phoenician language, she could. Maybe William should have sent for her. Too late, 
William realized, as the old Phoenician was deep in conversation with the hybrid man 
on the MedTable now. 

The old Phoenician held his chin—and attention—and spoke quietly, the hybrid 
man nodding slightly every once in a while. To William, it looked very much like a 
parent talking to a child who’d skinned his knee, telling him how he’d learned a lesson 
now but was going to be all right. Did this strange man on the MedTable actually 
understand the Phoenician? It looked that way. He certainly seemed reassured by the 
Phoenician’s little speech. When Thuvius dropped his hand from the man’s chin to 
take up both hands in his own and look them over. 

Just when he thought he’d go insane with impatience, Stafar freed William’s 
hands with a “There!” and William rushed to the side of the MedTable. 

“What did you say to him?” William asked the Phoenician. 

At the sound of William’s voice, the hybrid man turned his head to glance over 
his shoulder at William. God, just like Drew had done the day before back in the lab. 
Exactly the same way—the expression, the way he held his head and scrunched his 
shoulder up and then that grin. William’s throat closed up at the sight of Drew’s grin 
on Scherrer’s face and his body began releasing grief as if it had its own on/off switch, 
beyond his control. He was less horrified to be standing there sobbing in front of all 



these people than he was to see the hybrid man’s face fill with concern, as though this 
stranger had any idea what William was feeling.  

The man reached a hand out and grasped William’s shoulder. “It’s all right, 
Will. I’m here. Thuvius has explained it to me now. This was part of the Plan all along.” 

William looked back at him in horror. Even discounting the bizarre accent, a 
mixture of Drew’s Scots with Scherrer’s Russian, he took in the content of the words. 
The man seemed to know he was a hybrid—and seemed to be okay with the whole 
idea. What had the Phoenician done to him? What plan was he a part of and who was 
in charge of it? 

As was becoming a habit, Thuvius answered William’s unvoiced question, 
raising his nerves yet another notch. “He was divided from himself. He is one now. I 
have healed him. He will need my help to go on but the time is come in the Plan for us 
to help your kind. I will do this. We have chosen this one to…” Thuvius rested his 
hand on the back of the hybrid man’s hand and the man looked at Thuvius before the 
Phoenician finished. “…mediate. He will mediate for us. He will speak our words to 
your people.” 

William just stood there, immobile, mouth agape. Even discounting the fact the 
Phoenician was speaking what seemed to be perfect Standard, what the hell was he 
talking about mediating?  

The hybrid man nodded at this. “Yes, Will, come with me, stay with me…with 
them, us. Come with us.” 

“Why? Is there a security risk?” William heard himself asking and wondered 
why he’d asked that. He had a thousand other questions—security concerns were far 
down at the bottom of the list. The Phoenician smiled tightly and nodded once, then 
walked out of the room. William started to follow him, but the man on the MedTable 
reached out and touched a hand to William’s shoulder before he’d taken one step. 

“Leave him. He’ll wait for us. Now tell me, Will, what have you done to 
yourself?” 

“Don’t call me that!” William snapped back and he wasn’t even sure why he was 
so angry but he definitely felt agitated beyond his ability to contain it silently. It wasn’t 
the nickname; everyone called him that, but it sounded wrong coming from this man. 

The man turned to Connie, peering through the doorway from the outer foyer 
and told her as though he had the authority to tell her anything, “Please go get Will 
some clean clothes and bring back some towels for him to wash up.” 

Grateful for an excuse to leave the bizarre goings-on, Connie nodded then 
quickly ran from the room.  

“I…” The hybrid faltered, looking at William as though he were looking at some 
pitiful child. Did he really look that bad. “I wish I could tell you it’ll all be all right, 
Will—William—but I can’t. I’m here, but I’m here, too. We’re both here. I’m—we’re two 



people but…it’s confusing. I can’t quite verbalize it now, but a second ago, when 
Thuvius was here, I understood it all so clearly.” He smiled quickly, a sardonic 
Scherrer-style smile. “Obviously, it’s confusing. This situation would confuse anyone. 
Will, some part of me is Andrew Caine. I really am here.” 

“You look nothing like Andrew Caine.” But William had to admit, that accent 
sure was starting to have a familiar lilt to it and the way he said William’s name was 
all-too-familiar. Eerily so. 

“No, I don’t.” The man agreed. 

“You’re not exactly Joshua Scherrer either, are you?” William noticed the 
freckles on the man’s face had spread over his cheeks and across his forehead. He 
even had freckles on his chin. Almost exactly like the pattern William knew so well 
from years and years of examining Drew’s chin for hairs he might’ve missed when he’d 
shaved the stubborn Scotsman. 

Noticing William’s gaze at his chin, the man sucked in his lower lip, and rubbed 
two fingers at his chin. “Does it look familiar? I don’t even know what I look like 
anymore.” He held his hands out in front of himself. “I don’t recognize my hands 
but…” He stroked the index finger of his right hand across the back of his left hand. 
“See that? I have freckles but I don’t and yet, I know those freckles. I recognize that 
pattern. You do, too, don’t you?” He held his hand out for William’s examination, and 
William complied. Yes, they did look familiar now, more like Drew’s than Scherrer’s, 
but still not the hands he’d seen on either man. 

The man shut his eyes and took a few slow breaths. Keeping his eyes closed, he 
said, “It’s like both of us are here, but only one of us can speak at any given time.” He 
opened his eyes and looked directly at William. “It’s confusing and distracting but 
Thuvius helped. I’m still….  It was easier to stay focused when Thuvius was here 
helping me. There’s more of Joshua here. I’m—Joshua Scherrer’s speaking now.” And 
William noted, the accent was indeed closer to Scherrer’s Russian than Drew’s Scots. 
William nodded. “It’s easier when Andrew thinks and Joshua speaks.”  

The man laughed, a strange, unfamiliar laugh. It wasn’t Drew’s childish giggling 
kind of laugh. It wasn’t Scherrer’s condescending, haughty kind of laugh. “Strange 
way to put it,” the man went on, “isn’t it? Given how you always said I—Andrew—
didn’t think before speaking? I need to go with him, Will, with Thuvius. They need to 
talk to us.” The hybrid man looked around, spotted Stafar still hovering on the other 
side of the room. “You were right, Old Man. They don’t want us out there, out in the 
basin. That’s their land. They want us to move. They’ll help us but they want us to 
move. Thuvius said there are others, their leaders have a quorum. He wants me to 
meet with them. I want you to come with me, Will. Don’t make me go there alone.” The 
hybrid looked William over, head to foot. “But you’d best clean up before speaking to 
the Seven Chiefs. You look like—” 

“Who are you?” William asked, still not sure what the man had been saying. 

“I’m not sure anymore,” the man on the MedTable said quietly, “but I’d like your 
help to find out.” 



 

Connie returned with supplies to help get William cleaned up and William 
allowed her to move him through the motions like he was an invalid. His head was 
spinning. Stafar spent the time on the other side of the room interrogating the hybrid 
on the MedTable then left abruptly without explanation. 

William watched as the man who looked like Joshua and moved like Andrew 
worked through several screens of what looked like mechanical design drawings for 
the Vault. If it were true, if Drew were really trapped in there with Scherrer, and the 
two men shared thoughts, the scope of knowledge they must share was staggering. If 
anyone could do anything to salvage the genetic Vault that stored humanity’s last 
hope to revive the species here, it would be this hybrid of a man.  

When William was cleaned up and presentable again, passing Connie’s 
inspection and approval, he went over to the man, still drilling down through 
drawings. William placed a gold and silver filigree clasp on the table next to the man. 

When the man looked over at the action, William explained, “It belonged to 
Andrew’s mother. It meant a lot to him. If he’s in there, then I suppose you should 
have it now.” 

The man reached out, lightly stroked the tip of his index finger over William’s 
cheek, just as Andrew had done a thousand times, and William flinched. The man 
frowned. “He’s in here, Will, and it still means a lot to me, to him, but I gave it to you.” 
The man picked up the hair clasp, turned it over in his hands, ran a finger over the 
surface thoughtfully, all very much Andrew Caine’s habitual way of tactile 
examination of the world. “Don’t you want it anymore? And what did you do to your 
hair? It meant so much to you when you got it to grow out again.” 

William didn’t like to imagine this strange man knew what it had meant. That 
had been a private and intimate conversation William had had with his husband. With 
Andrew and Drew was gone now. 

“I think it meant more to me to cut it off last night. It was that Phoenician’s 
idea, Thuvius, he said to—” William reached up, brushed at the stubby ends of 
coarsely cut hair on the back of his head. It was strange to feel the hair all gone but it 
was good that he’d left that piece of himself out there in the rubble…with the other 
pieces of Drew that were unrecoverable. “I know why Thuvius said to do this. It’s got a 
lot to do with why I gave you back that clasp. It’s over. Drew’s gone.” William shook 
his head, knocking his hair off his face. 

“No, I’m right here, Will.” 

William looked up into the golden eyes of Joshua Scherrer and for a brief 
second, thought he saw Andrew Caine there. 

William’s eyes welled up. “I wish you were but you’re not him. I can’t look into 
those eyes and see him. I’ll grant that you’re some weird mixture of Joshua Scherrer 
and Andrew Caine but you’re—you’re more like Scherrer than Drew. I’m sorry. I 



can’t—I can’t do this.” William put his hand over his mouth, as if to hold back to 
torrent fighting to pour out of him. 

The hybrid spoke quietly in that weird accent that was neither Drew’s nor 
Scherrer’s. “I hated being called that, you know? Scherrer? I always wanted you to call 
me Joshua, but the two of you were always so much better than me. You acted like—
well, I didn’t realize until now, until I could literally read Caine’s mind. He’s gotten so 
much quieter since the Phoenician left.” The man tapped his forefinger to his temple. 
“Thuvius left both of us in here, Harrington, but he left Joshua Scherrer in charge.” He 
smiled and said, “Andrew Caine doesn’t want to be forgotten, not by you, Will, and 
Drew still wants to have a family with you but Joshua would be happy enough if you’d 
stop hating him.” 

“I never hated him. You. I just—I can’t call you Andrew and I can’t call you 
Joshua. I can’t see either one of you when—you’re both here.” William waved his 
hands at the man by way of explanation. 

“Why don’t you call me Joshua Andrew Caine, then? Would that please 
everyone present?” 

Was the man asking William or himself? Himselves, William corrected as he 
scrubbed at his face, trying to calm himself. He dove his fingers through his rough-cut 
fringes of hair and thought he could give this man as long as it took for his hair to 
grow back in. That’d be a few years and if they couldn’t get along by then, well, it 
wasn’t going to happen at all. The old Phoenician had been right, though, in a few 
years’ time, William could work through his grief and find a way to let go of Drew, to 
accept that he was dead. He just had to come to grips with the fact that this man, this 
Joshua Andrew Caine hybrid of a man, would live forever. God help them all. 

“All right. Joshua Andrew Caine it is. Nice to meet you, Josh.” William held out 
his hand. He was pleased to see that although the man’s shoulders tensed, his eyes lit 
up with a very Drew-like sparkle. Andrew Caine was still in there. Somewhere. 

 

 

THE END. 
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the closure – canto 1 

 

I hate this world. 

The thought resonated through Shayla’s mind. The planet was her world, had 
been home to her people, the Phoenicians, long before humans had arrived. The 
humans had invaded the land, the sky, every corner of the planet, and then filled it 
with their color-coded caste system, their synthetically-powered buildings and their 
artificial machines to run the world they’d created for themselves. She didn’t like any 
of that, but she could learn to live with the things. 

It was this that she hated: their human world, or rather, World Council. She 
could have ignored their existence, happily, but the Seven Chiefs had sent her into the 
world Outside specifically to be with the humans—to become like one of them by living 
among them. If you could call this existence living. 

Even more, she hated knowing how easily she’d assimilated into their world. 
She’d become a long-standing member of their government, known to every human on 
the planet, but she still wasn’t one of them. She was the sole Phoenician living among 
them. Naturally, they all knew who she was, but that didn’t make her one of them. 
She would rather die than become one of them. Maybe she’d die today, if this Session 
of the World Council didn’t work out according to plan. The sun was nearly high to 
noon, as Raif liked to say, so that made it a good day to die. 

“Senior Councillor Shayla.” The man leading this Session of the World Council 
broke painfully through her reverie with his dispassionate tone. “Do you have any 
closing remarks on your Motion to declare the Isolation for a Western Region 
Forbidden Zone?” 

He didn’t want remarks. He wanted to move quickly through the day’s agenda. 
That wasn’t going to happen. Shayla was not at all bothered by the fact that she would 
leave him disappointed. She’d arranged today’s Council Vote at great expense to 
herself and she’d enjoy every moment of it. Maybe it was petty, but this kind of 
political annoyance was the only means of defense left to her. She was a prisoner of 
this life, with no apparent means of escape. Of course, things were not always what 
they seemed. 



Speaking of which, Ashley, the man sitting to her left pretending to read his 
data panel, kicked her foot to let her know she’d been standing there for too long 
without responding. She cleared her throat and turned slightly towards the center of 
the curved table to address Councillor Felix directly with her carefully prepared 
remarks. She didn’t have anything important to say, but it was very important that 
she say it. 

“Yes, Felix. The first Isolation of the Phoenician people has been in effect for 
nearly five years now, since Councillor Dramond’s Closure in the Northern Region was 
emplaced. Unfortunately, there have still been incidents here in the Western Region. 
Without a clear demarcation of their land, separate and apart from Council territory, I 
fear more Council citizens—” 

She was cut off by a short, fat man seated adjacent to the man with the gavel, 
just one seat away from the Seat of Power at the center of the curved table. 

“Their land, Shayla?” The fat man asked indignantly. “Don’t you mean your 
land? You’re still a Phoenician, aren’t you? Isn’t the real reason you’re asking for this 
Closure simply to protect your own people from us?” 

It was but she would never admit that to him. Not here, not now—not to 
Dramond. In her mind, she envisioned allowing her internal stores to build up and to 
focus, to expel a tiny little beam of energy that would slice neatly through his fat little 
head, separating those beady brown eyes from each other. She had the skill to do that 
now, after years of practicing with Raif in the Proctors’ Shooting Range. She didn’t 
need to carry a gun. She, herself, was more lethal than any gun these humans could 
make. 

Her eyes, no doubt, flashed in response to her mental flight of fancy, but she 
kept her voice calm when she answered. “No, Councillor Dramond. The Phoenicians—
my people—are not in need of protection from your kind, I assure you.” She caught 
her smile before it was halfway formed, cleared her throat and went on. “But I do have 
to be concerned for the safety of the Council Citizens who are putting themselves at 
risk by making contact. I’m speaking as the Head of the Department of Health, on 
behalf of the—” 

The fat man started objecting again but the man in the Seat of Power, 
Councillor Felix, put his hand up to stop the fat man. “Councillor Dramond, you had 
your rebuttal yesterday. Let her finish already, so we can just Vote.” 

This was no favor to Shayla. Felix just wanted to dismiss her business sooner 
rather than later. He smiled sourly at her, just like a Gorthon Worm¸ and wiggled his 
fingers at her, saying, “Go on, Shayla.” 

She ignored his insincerity and said, “Thank you, Councillor Felix. As I was 
saying, Councillor Dramond’s Isolation has not proved effective enough, given it only 
extends across the Northern Region. There are still Council citizens penetrating 
Phoenician territory from the Western Region. In fact, the frequency of border 
crossings has increased over the last several months, and with it, the death rate. My 
people have a right to stop intruders, and will do so as they see fit. The only answer is 



to stop the intruders from crossing over onto Phoenician land in the first place. There 
just aren’t enough Proctors to police the borders day and night—or not indefinitely. 

“As Head of the Department of Health, I must address the fact that Council 
citizens are at risk everyday of coming into contact with Phoenicians and, if this goes 
on, the death rate will simply continue to climb. The human death rate. That will 
cause an even more difficult threat to contain, one of panic in the streets. We can’t let 
history repeat itself. There cannot be another conflict of hu—of Phoenicians with 
Council Citizens. 

“The Phoenicians won’t suffer by a Closure across the Western Region. My 
report and associated findings on the expected impact of this Closure are on the panel 
before you now. I suggest we follow the same precedent set up by Councillor Dramond 
five years ago. Let’s put an end to the incidents once and for all, before a real war 
breaks out again. Thank you.” 

There was a stirring among the wallpaper of observers across the room. She 
ignored them and the blue and silver crests they wore above their hearts. The blue and 
silver of Junior Councillors. Their opinions didn’t count. They weren’t voting. Only the 
front row of observers, the ones wearing the crimson and gold crests of Senior 
Councillors were going to vote—and she was prepared for the Vote of Confidence. In 
fact, she’d carefully prepared for it well in advance of today's Council Session. She just 
hoped no one detected her preparations. 

Councillor Felix asked, “Having reviewed the findings, does the Department of 
Transportation anticipate any difficulties accommodating the Closure?” 

Julia Travis, the woman sitting to Shayla’s right, answered without standing 
up. “No, my latest reports show we can remap the public transport lanes in a matter of 
days. I expect little or no impact to the schedules. Private permits can be cycled into 
new traffic lanes over the next month.” 

Felix nodded at Shayla and she sat down, but she didn’t relax. Not yet. Now 
Felix called for the Vote. As was the custom when members of the World Council voted 
on a motion, there was representation from all five Regions into which the humans 
had divided the planet’s largest land mass. Her own people had no need to divide the 
land into little pieces. Phoenicians only settled in areas close to food and water 
sources, like a normal person would do. 

Humans were not normal. They’d divided the land and then re-divided it so they 
could expand to accommodate their ever-growing numbers. They seemed to breed too 
quickly to keep up with land development. They’d encroached on Phoenician 
settlements only fifty years after arriving on the planet and expanding across its one 
large land mass. It was only when enough humans had died as a result of contact that 
they’d finally agreed to draw lines in the sand, as they put it. Of course, even Shayla 
knew you didn’t draw lines in the sand, not if you were smart.  

A line in the sand meant a Gorthon Worm was lying in wait to bite a chunk out 
of you. Gorthons weren’t predatory, but they were opportunistic and if you got close 
enough, they’d sink their teeth into you. If they got all five heads to work together, 



they could pour out enough venom with one strike to take down a full-grown Lyra. She 
was only about a fifth the mass of a full-grown a full-grown Lyra. A Gorthon could give 
four heads the day off and still take Shayla down in one bite. She hated Gorthons—
and lines in the sand. She wasn’t stupid enough to step on one deliberately, but she’d 
learned over the years, humans weren’t too bright about such things. Humans thrived 
on drawing and then crossing lines. For some reason, they liked the challenge even 
when they were guaranteed to fail. 

The Closure she was fighting so hard to obtain would be like a line in the sky. 
Not a real line. A Closure was an invisible energy field, an invisible line of defense, but 
a line nonetheless and that meant humans would try to cross it. Her people could 
cross it unharmed, of course, since Phoenicians could absorb or expel energy like all 
of the native life on this planet. A human crossing through a Closure, however, would 
die on contact. Vaporized. The Closure would not keep Phoenicians in. She just hoped, 
this time, it would keep the humans out. 

Technically speaking, Shayla could not vote on her own motion, but there were 
ways around every rule. Phoenicians didn’t tend to lie, but they were very creative 
people. She’d been true to her nature when she’d come up with the creative solution to 
today’s Vote. She’d have made the Seven Chiefs proud—if they even knew about the 
trivial details of all the things she did for them. She reported back to them often, but 
they seemed to want to hear less and less—yet still wouldn’t let her leave the world 
Outside and return home. 

She waited quietly through the poll, already knowing how each of the other nine 
at the table with her would vote—four in her favor, five against. Then one of the Senior 
Councillors observing in that front row across the room would be selected by Felix to 
cast the tenth vote. 

 If there were a five to five split—and there would be—then protocol said the 
twenty-five Junior Councillors behaving like wallpaper would be polled for their votes. 
But it wouldn’t go that far. She had made other arrangements, creative arrangements, 
to manage that tie-breaker. Her only concern was the possibility that her tampering 
would be detected. She’d never actually fixed a Vote like this before. It felt a little 
deceitful to her now. It was hard to believe it had only taken half a lifetime, living 
Outside among the humans, to adopt their deceitful ways. 

The votes were cast precisely as she’d expected. Felix continued down the food 
chain of seniority at the table, then called on one of the Senior Councillors observing 
in the front row to cast the tenth vote. It was Everett, from the Southern Region, and 
Shayla knew he would cast the deadlock vote in her favor. He stood up and gave his 
Vote in her favor, complete with a little nod in her direction, then he sat down again. 
Shayla could swear she saw Felix visibly counting off the time it would take to poll the 
gallery for a tie-breaker. Shayla’s heart raced, waiting for the tie-breaker she’d pre-
arranged to stand up and volunteer himself. 

Before Felix could finish officially declaring the deadlock, another one of the 
Senior Councillors in the front row pushed himself to his feet and volunteered. It was 
Lathom. He was a known associate of both Felix and Dramond—and all of them had 



worked against Shayla for years. Felix didn’t question Lathom’s suggestion to cast the 
deciding vote, no doubt assuming it would be against her.  

That’s why, when Lathom voted in Shayla’s favor, Felix just sat there, mouth 
agape, stunned into silence. Shayla determinedly told herself it wouldn’t be good 
sportsmanship to giggle with glee, but she did allow herself a quick, silent smile. She 
bit down on her smirk and watched the data panel in front of her as the Vote results 
scrolled into place on the agenda item. 

Dramond slapped his hands down on the table and accused Shayla of 
tampering with the Vote, as she’d expected he might, but she’d selected Lathom on 
purpose. Not only was his mind extremely pliable, but he was Dramond’s lackey and 
everyone knew it. It was absurd for Dramond to suggest Shayla had somehow paid 
Lathom off, but suggest it he did. Lathom asserted for the record that his Vote was 
cast of his own free will, without coercion or bribery, and Shayla could feel Dramond’s 
eyes on her. She would have to confront him later, no doubt, but for now, the Vote 
was on the record and there were too many witnesses to change it. Making Dramond 
seethe was just an added bonus. 

As Felix moved onto the next agenda item, the woman sitting to Shayla’s right 
leaned over to whisper to her friend. “Okay, how’d you pay him off?” 

“Who, Julia?” 

“Don’t give me that.” 

Shayla smiled and looked at her friend, then whispered as quietly as she could 
manage. “I didn’t pay him off. There are other ways to adjust someone’s thinking, you 
know?” 

Julia’s eyes widened, then she snapped her mouth shut as quickly as she'd 
gaped. Barely moving her lips, Julia whispered, “What did you do?” 

“Whatever do you mean?” Shayla grinned and picked up the report from the 
stack of data cards in front of her. She tapped on the panel and scrolled through the 
agenda item, pretending not to notice her friend’s continued shock. “You really should 
pay attention to this next one, Julia.” Shayla turned the panel towards the woman. 
“It’s going to be a nuisance for you. Oh, and are we still on for dinner tonight?” 

Disbelief still washed across her face, Julia nodded and looked past Shayla to 
the blond man seated on Shayla’s left. He was completely absorbed in reading over the 
report being discussed. “Is he joining us?” 

The man looked up and noticed the two women staring at him. Shayla said, “I 
don’t know. Ashley, are you joining us for dinner?” 

“Dinner? Did I miss something?” 

“Just say yes.” 



“Well, not that you two aren’t always fun, but I had a quiet evening planned 
with Rochelle.” He looked past Julia and noticed Dramond watching their little 
discussion. “Besides, we shouldn’t be seen together so much. Not until he leaves town 
again tomorrow. You know, the middle of a Council Session isn’t the best place to 
discuss these things, not that either of you care what Mister Public Information 
thinks. 

Ashley sat back and made a deliberate show of giving his full attention to the 
data panel in his hands, but Shayla could tell he was just pretending. Ashley was very 
good at pretending to do one thing while really doing another. 

She patted his hand and said, “Master Spinner of Information, Ashley. Have fun 
with Rochelle.”  

He shrugged his hand away from her, but he was smirking despite himself. He 
muttered, “You’re going to get us killed one of these days.” 

Shayla looked past Julia, down the table, to meet Dramond’s gaze. He was 
leaning his fat little arm on the table, glaring at them. She wished he’d try it, just try 
to kill them, and then she could wipe him out of existence with legal justification. That 
was Raif's influence: never do anything unless or until you can legally document 
justification for it. She let a little grin sneak across her face, thinking about it, before 
she lounged back in her chair to wait out the rest of the day’s agenda.  

She wasn’t completely alone here among the humans. Raif was always there to 
watch after her. Technically, of course, he was a human. Practically speaking, 
however, he was more Phoenician than she was half the time. He’d spent every 
moment of every day with her since she’d come to their world Outside thirteen years 
earlier. He’d been the one to insist she be allowed to go home to visit on a regular 
basis, to live like a Phoenician often enough that she didn’t turn into a human—in 
practice, if not in fact. 

And it was his influence that made her refrain from killing Dramond without a 
solid legal defense. Overall, Raif was a very good influence in her life. Unfortunately, 
she’d given him the day off. She hoped he was enjoying his downtime, but she couldn’t 
wait for his day off to be over. 

# 

Raif didn’t yet know it, but his day off was nearly over. He’d missed most of it, 
having been rendered unconscious and strapped to a MedTable without his consent. 
He’d planned on sleeping a bit in his own bed and then decidedly not sleeping more 
than a bit in someone else’s bed, so when he came out of the Phrenasia fog, he 
deliberately did not open his eyes. The MedTable was a familiar surface against the 
back of his head, definitely not a soft pillow, and he still couldn’t move. He didn’t know 
who else was there in the room with him, but he knew it wasn’t the little doxie he’d 
arranged to meet for the afternoon. He could hear someone large and probably male 
breathing a short distance away. He didn’t want them to know he was conscious 
again—or not until he’d figured out where the hell he was and what the fuck was 
being done to him. 



He hated Phrenasia.  

It physically paralyzed from the neck down, operating on the spinal cord in a 
very targeted way at low doses. At higher doses, of course, Phrenasia could knock you 
out completely. That’s how it was used for surgery or...other medical procedures. 
Obviously, he was undergoing one of those other medical procedures. He’d been 
unconscious and chemically restrained. That had absolutely not been on the agenda 
for his day off, assuming it was still his day off, the day of the Council Session. He’d 
figure out how much time he’d lost later. First, he had to get up off this table.  

He tested himself, isometrically flexing and relaxing his muscles, one group at a 
time. His response times were sluggish. He needed to regain more control over his 
body before trying the element of surprise. He let his lips part slightly and took in a 
slow, deep breath as silently as he could manage, his nose filling with the antiseptic 
smell of the room. He was in MedTech—or somewhere worse—and he had no 
recollection of how he’d gotten onto a MedTable, but he’d bet the Phrenasia had had 
something to do with it. 

The only real question that mattered was who’d jacked him? He couldn’t 
remember getting stung or approached or distracted. He hadn’t talked to anyone since 
coming off shift that morning. Maybe he’d gone for a drink with Jared and gotten into 
a bar brawl. He couldn’t remember doing that, but it wouldn’t be unheard of and his 
MedTech friend would have brought him in and doped him up to treat him if he’d 
broken something again. The coward always resorted to drugs when he had to hurt 
Raif in order to heal him. 

“Ah, there you are.” A familiar voice said from a short distance off to his left. It 
was not Jared’s voice. Unfortunately. No, the thick and distinctive accent of Councillor 
Kindi was impossible to mistake for anyone else. Raif’s disappointment was painfully 
sharp in his chest, or maybe that was just a lingering effect of the Phrenasia. “It’s all 
right, Proctor,” Kindi went on. “You can open your eyes now. Just don’t try to sit up 
yet. I have you strapped in for your own safety.” 

Raif wondered if he really were strapped down physically or just paralyzed with 
Phrenasia. From the neck down, he still couldn’t tell if he was even there, let alone feel 
restraints pressing against him, if there were any restraints. As far as his brain was 
concerned, his body didn’t exist. For all he knew, Kindi had sawed off his legs while he 
was under and was making a joke of it now. Kindi was just sadistic enough to find a 
move like that funny. 

There was really only one reason for Kindi to chemically restrain a Proctor. He’d 
done an Adjustment. He’d probably scavenged Raif’s mind for information. Early on, 
Raif had learned to shield his mind, even from Adjustments. It was not something that 
Kindi or even Shayla knew about him, but Kindi wouldn’t find what he wanted by 
sifting randomly through Raif’s mind. The filing system, as Raif called it, was 
practically an encryption method unto itself. Kindi could rake him all day and not find 
anything useful. 

Kindi could never break through it without assistance and Adjustments were 
performed solo. Kindi wouldn’t be able to follow Raif’s memory traces through the 



storage maze Raif had deliberately set up, let alone target and identify specific 
memories. All Kindi could do was add or remove data at random. Raif hoped that was 
all, anyway. 

Even Raif didn’t completely grasp how he was able to order his thoughts the 
way he did—but now he was grateful that he could do it. He hated being helpless. He 
opened his eyes and tracked into the direction from which the voice had come. Kindi 
stood there in his simple black Privilege Class silks, practically disappearing into the 
shadows of the other side of the room. Kindi had his arms crossed in front of himself 
and was holding something in his left hand, hidden behind his right elbow. His dark 
skin nearly vanished into the shadows, but the item in his hand caught the light as he 
fidgeted with it. He was holding a MedPatch. He was holding Raif’s salvation. 

Raif gave the prescribed greeting, but filled his tone with as much loathing as 
he thought he could get away with, given his distinct disadvantage. “Councillor. How 
may I serve you?” 

Kindi chuckled softly. “Aren’t I the one to be of service to you, Proctor? What’s 
wrong? Don’t you remember?” 

No, he didn’t fucking remember—and that look on Kindi’s face said Kindi 
damned well knew it. Raif wouldn’t ask the man for favors, not even so much as the 
time of day. In fact, he thought he’d rather die than accept favors from Kindi.  

That stopped him dead in his tracks. Why would he have such a strong 
reaction? He couldn’t remember exactly why he loathed the man so much, but he was 
sure that he did. Raif remembered that Kindi was a sadist, which was probably 
enough reason, but there were plenty of abusive Councillors around. The loathing Raif 
felt was more severe than merely disapproving of the man’s abuse of power. What had 
Kindi done to him?  

The one and only precious thing Raif had was his mind. As a Proctor, the 
Standards stated that he had nothing but what his Councillor provided, and his 
Councillor, Shayla, had less than nothing to provide to him. Raif provided for her, 
physically, financially, in every way, not the other way around. They pretended she 
was in charge, but Raif managed her office. The Seven Chiefs had ordered him to 
instruct her in the human ways and after more than a decade, she could probably 
manage to get along without him. That made the façade of his being a Proctor and her 
running things work well most of the time, but only because his mind—and his perfect 
eidetic memory—had always been at her service. Neither she nor Raif could afford to 
lose—or damage—his mind. For instance, at the mercy of Kindi’s sadistic games. 

He’d been fine this morning when he’d lain down to sleep. That must have been 
when Kindi had snatched him, when he’d fallen asleep alone. Next time he wouldn’t 
put the nap before the doxie, but the other way around. Then he’d have someone to 
notice a Councillor illegally snatching him from his bed. He just hadn’t had much 
interest in doxies lately. He’d had other interests, the kind that weren’t available to 
him, so he generally slept alone these days. Easier that way. Or it had been until Kindi 
made it complicated. 



Raif needed to get that drug patch out of Kindi’s hand, so he was going to have 
to convince Kindi it was safe to let him up from this table. Kindi held up his right 
hand now, the MedPatch held between his thumb and forefinger.  

 “I need to be sure your memory’s functioning before I give you this.” 

Kindi waved the patch briefly. “After all, if there’s still a problem, I can’t go in to fix it if 
you’re still conscious. The pain would be...intolerable.” Kindi let one side of his mouth 
curl up, just hinting at a grin. He sounded a little breathless when he said, “What do 
you remember?” He was too eager to hear details. It turned Raif’s stomach that the 
man enjoyed this abuse so much. 

Raif remembered a lot of things. He remembered, for instance, that Kindi had 
Adjusted conscious Proctors more than once and Raif certainly remembered in this 
moment alone in the room with the bastard, Kindi would probably do it again. Oh, and 
Raif remembered the first-hand accounts he’d heard from some of Kindi’s victims, or 
what was left of them, of how yes, the pain they’d described had indeed sounded like it 
had been “quite intolerable,” to say the least. Raif remembered their accounts of the 
experience, of how Councillor Kindi had actually gotten off on their pain. Oh yes, Raif 
remembered quite a few things at the moment. 

Kindi waved the patch gently in the air again letting Raif know Kindi wanted his 
memories now. Raif had never wanted anything so much in his life as he wanted that 
MedPatch but he knew Kindi was just waving it around to bait him. All right, fine, he’d 
play. What the fuck did the bastard want to hear? What did he have to say to placate 
the sick bastard? Raif could play this game, Phrenasia fog notwithstanding. He’d done 
it before; he could do it again. He was just feeling so disoriented inside his own head. 

Raif’s eyes had adjusted to the dim light in the room, but he made a show of 
blinking and shaking his head as though he were still more groggy with the Phrenasia 
fog than was true. He saw no one else in the room with them as he let his eyes track to 
the far reaches of his peripheral vision. He didn’t hear anyone else breathing either. He 
was actually alone with Kindi. If only he could get up, could just get control over his 
muscles, his body, he could crush Kindi’s windpipe with his bare hands—with one 
hand. No one would even know who’d done it. 

No witnesses, his mind taunted him. 

That sword is double-edged, he reminded himself, but sometimes, it could be 
worth wielding. No, he stopped himself. That way lay madness, or at least, capital 
punishment. The Seven Chiefs had made it clear, Raif was not to take on personal 
causes that endangered his life. They’d actually forbidden him from dying, which he 
found both amusing and annoying at this very moment.  

He was shocked to discover he’d been breathing heavily, almost panting at the 
thought of the MedPatch and he took one long, calming breath, then chose his words 
carefully. “Uh, my mind is racing, Councillor. It’s the Phrenasia fog...I can’t be sure 
what...what did you just ask me?” 



Kindi snorted and then started across the room as he sighed and said, “Stop. 
It’s all right, Proctor, just stop. You’re not a very good actor. I can tell you’re perfectly 
rational and,” Kindi pressed his palm and the MedPatch flat against Raif’s neck and 
leaned in close to speak softly, “you’re really wondering what I’ve done to you.” Kindi 
smiled his slithery snake smile. “It’s nothing you didn’t ask for, you know? I’m on your 
side, Proctor. Once this session finishes taking hold, all of your wishes will come true. 
I can’t wait. But until then, you just do as you’re told like a good little Proctor and 
everything will be just fine.” Kindi patted lightly at Raif’s shoulder. 

Raif couldn’t imagine ever asking Kindi to screw around in his head, so he knew 
nothing would be just fine until he figured out what Kindi’s game was. And what was 
that business about this session taking hold? Had Kindi planted a trigger in his mind? 
What would set him off? What would he do when the trigger fired? His heart raced 
with the fear of having a ticking time bomb in his head with a fuse of unknown delay. 
That is, if Kindi weren’t lying about that, too. Kindi lied about everything.  

“Oh,” Kindi gasped, “that look on your face is precious!” Kindi laughed quietly 
in Raif’s face before straightening again and adding, “I’m going to enjoy watching this 
play out. I’m going to enjoy it immensely.” 

# 

Julia came out of the Council chamber and looked around. Before she could 
ask, Shayla told her, “I gave Raif the shift off. He deserves it and you know how much 
he hates politics. If he doesn’t have to be here then he can’t complain to me about it. 
Where are your Proctors anyway?” 

“They’re coming and I wasn’t looking for Raif.” 

“Yes, you were.” 

“No, just...” Julia grinned and lowered her voice. “The other one. Isn’t Brennan 
with your greenhorns today?” 

Shayla sighed. “Just leave Brennan alone. He’s not a greenhorn anymore, and 
he’s only been here a month—barely a month. It’s hard enough on him with what 
everyone has to say about, you know, the way he looks. He doesn’t need you starting 
rumors about him sleeping his way through Raif’s seconds.” 

Julia slung an arm over Shayla’s shoulders. “You’re calling me sloppy seconds? 
Really, Shayla, I thought we were friends. Plus, I don’t start the stupid Proctor Talk. 
I’m the subject of their rumors, not the source. The men have to talk about something 
and you know, I don’t really mind being their sexual fantasy. They call me a vixen.” 
She pushed at her bright orange hair and smiled. “Plus, I don’t remember Raif ever 
looking as young as Brennan does even when Raif was that young. Do you?” 

Shayla chuckled and said, “The Proctor’s call you a vixen-hussy and I 
remember...” 



Shayla thought about it. She remembered when she’d first met Raif, thirteen 
years earlier. She’d met Julia shortly thereafter. Raif had taken Julia as a lover and, 
per force, Shayla had met the woman. It had been uncomfortable at first, given that 
Shayla had grown accustomed to keeping Raif all to herself that first month she’d 
spent in the world Outside. Once the Seven Chiefs had given their blessing, she found 
she had to share Raif with everyone here—and there were a lot of people demanding 
Raif’s time and attention at first.  

Raif was the only man—human or Phoenician—she’d ever seen actually stand 
up to the Seven Chiefs. Raif had been larger than life after he’d done that. When he 
was smitten with Julia, Shayla determined to get to know the woman. It wasn’t long 
before she and Julia became fast friends. 

Now that she was twenty-seven, Raif wasn’t larger than life; he simply filled her 
life. Oddly, she thought he still looked young now, even at age thirty-eight. Even 
though he was the oldest living Proctor on record. A few of his contemporaries were 
still alive, thanks to Raif’s personal crusade to get Proctors better medical care, but 
none of them wore their years as well as Raif did. She thought Raif got better looking 
every day, in fact. 

Brennan, however, was another story. As Raif’s Designated Heir and being an 
illegal reproduction of Raif, Brennan really did look like a child version of Raif, 
especially standing next to the seasoned original. Brennan didn’t look exactly like Raif 
to Shayla’s eyes, but for someone who didn’t know either man particularly well, they 
probably looked like twins, separated at birth by twenty or so years. Julia would know 
the difference, obviously, having been lovers with both men, but other than the two 
women, people seemed to be shocked at seeing the two men together.  

In fact, people had started talking three years earlier, the first time Raif had met 
his Designated Heir in public and allowed them to be seen together. It was obvious at 
a glance that Brennan was a reproduction of Raif, not merely an Heir, and repros 
weren’t just illegal, they were taboo among the humans.  

Even setting the repro issue aside, there was a reason Designated Heirs were 
separated from their progenitors when they came out of the crèche; humans didn’t 
enjoy seeing their own likeness on someone else’s face. It was perfectly natural to 
Shayla—part of the magic of having children—so she hadn’t understood why humans 
didn’t raise their own young, why they grew them in isolation. When she’d first learned 
of the human practice of growing their offspring in what amounted to a sealed box, 
she’d been appalled.  

Then she’d learned how humans had to design their offspring. They couldn’t 
reproduce any other way. Raif had spent a great deal of time before he got it through 
to her just how inappropriate it would be for humans to do what her own people did, 
to raise their young in their own home, all together as a family unit. Her own people 
reproduced the natural way, in a woman’s womb, not in a lab, cutting and splicing 
genes under a scope. Of course, humans thought their methods were the natural way. 
It was the only way they knew, and they weren’t capable of doing it any other way, so 
it was the only way they would ever know. 



Finally, Shayla said, “I remember when I first met Raif. He was definitely as 
young as Brennan is now, though he had a stronger dignity to him. And I remember 
that he was still young at heart when you broke said heart by leaving him all alone.” 

“He’s the one who ended it. I don’t know why you won’t believe that, and 
besides, we had seven long years together, Shayla. He seems to have recovered nicely, 
with the number of doxies he goes through each month, but variety is the spice of life 
and Raif’s always been spicy.” Julia laughed quietly. 

“Then why do you keep looking at Brennan like he’s Raif?”  

“I’m not—and Brennan’s nothing like Raif. Of all people, you should be able to 
see that.” 

“I do, which is—” Shayla started to retort, but stopped when four grey-suited 
Proctors approached, ready to accompany the women to their next destination. Neither 
Brennan nor Raif was among them. Thankfully. 

They walked in silence back to Shayla’s office. Unlike so many who disregard 
the constant presence of Proctors, the two women both knew Proctors had ears and, 
more to the point, mouths with which to gossip. Their job would be filled with long 
hours of boredom without the so-called Proctor Talk, and Proctors took gossip to a 
whole new level. Nothing the women had to say to each other was for public 
consumption, so they kept silent until they could have a private conversation. Shayla 
had barely closed the contact to lock the door when Julia started. 

“All right, have you gone absolutely nuts? What did—” 

Shayla had a finger to her lips and was tapping at the panel on her desk with 
her other hand. She sat down behind the desk and allowed her retina to be scanned, 
then sat back. “Okay. Now you can yell at me.” 

“Shayla, I’m not—you can’t just go around doing that to Senior Councillors and 
especially not to Dramond’s little pet.” 

“What exactly do you think I’ve done, Julia?”  

Shayla’s facetious tone was not lost on Julia, who shook her head as she ran a 
finger down the front of her robe to open the closure. She let it drop to the floor with a 
thud and then dropped herself down onto the couch. 

Shayla frowned at the thud—Julia’s robe concealed a heavy weapon in an 
interior pocket—and she took in Julia’s bizarre outfit. She had on a simple tunic-style 
dress that came down to mid-thigh, but it was the fabric out of which it was 
constructed that Shayla found so strange. 

“What exactly are you wearing, Julia?” 

Julia smiled and sat back to admire herself and her new dress. “Do you like it? 
It’s new and totally illegal. They’re calling it Phoenician Blue.” 



“Why? Do you plan to try to make Phoenicians wear that color now? Are we 
supposed to be some new kind of class?” 

“No, silly, it’s because this is the color of your Phoenician blue eyes.” 

“My eyes have never been that color.” 

In fact they had, but only momentarily—as her eyes brightened or darkened. All 
Phoenicians had jet black hair and vibrant blue eyes, and both their hair and eyes 
would shimmer in a blue-white glow when their internal stores radiated. Radiating 
enough to actually expel energy—a Throw—would make Shayla’s eyes glow like a blue-
white flame, not the deep blue of Julia’s dress. The garment was the rich blue color of 
the sea at the equator. 

“Well, don’t let anyone catch you wearing that, Julia. Keep a robe on if—” 

“Shayla, I wore this for you, to support you and that motion today because you 
and I both know that had nothing to do with our—” she looked around, as if someone 
else were in the room with them. “You know that was all for you, not us, right?” 

“No it wasn’t.” It was, but Shayla wouldn’t admit that to anyone, not even her 
close friend. “That Vote just took Dramond down a notch, and he’ll be more careful of 
how he pays off Lathom from now on. It was a convenient way to kill two birds with 
one stone.” 

“You’re not the one to be throwing stones at Dramond. Why don’t you just let 
me and Chloe handle him? I told you, I’ve got some excellent vids of him raping an 
illegal Facilities preemie. We could charge him with assault on a minor, not to mention 
about a hundred counts of rape. The scandal of the charges alone would drive him out 
of office even before we got to trial.” 

“I don’t want him out of office. I want him out of existence. Plus, you didn’t 
handle Chloe so well for today’s Vote, did you? She voted against me, Julia. I’m sorry, 
but I knew you couldn’t swing her vote, and I’m still not convinced we can trust her 
not to double-cross us in the end. I didn’t like going behind your back like that, but—” 

“Did you notice who was presiding on today’s session?” 

“Of course, I did. What has Felix got to do with anything?” 

“He’s in Dramond’s pocket. Dramond’s probably been Adjusting him for years.” 

“Probably not as much as Lathom. Look, if they’re going to play dirty, so can 
we. I say we use the fact that I can do Adjustments for more than my petty little 
motions.” 

“Petty? That Forbidden Zone wasn’t so petty a minute ago when you were 
questioning Chloe’s loyalties. I think Dramond was right. You’re the one who’s still got 
divided loyalties. You need to decide, are you a Phoenician or a Councillor?” 



“I’m both, and how can you agree with Dramond on anything—especially about 
my loyalties?” 

“How could you make an Adjustment to a Senior Councillor?” 

“Lathom’s not much of a Senior Councillor. Did you know he actually hates 
Dramond? He resents him for all the years of doing his dirty work. After seeing what’s 
in Lathom’s mind, I actually feel sorry for him.” 

Julia sat on the couch shaking her head. “I don’t even know you anymore.” 

Shayla rested her elbows on the desk, folded her hands in front of her face and 
rested her chin on them. She studied her friend on the couch. It had been one year 
earlier that Julia had first suggested the rebellion they were plotting now, just after 
Shayla had been confirmed for a second term in a Senior Seat on the World Council. 
Shayla had always trusted Julia and resolved now to trust her with one more thing. 

“Julia, I picked Lathom for a lot of reasons, mostly because everyone knows 
Lathom does Dramond’s dirty work, but...” 

“But what?” 

“The Adjustment I made to him for today’s Vote wasn’t the first time Lathom 
had been Adjusted. Someone else had been inside his mind before me.” 

Julia leaned forward, waiting for Shayla to explain. “Who?” 

“Obviously, either Dramond or Kindi, but I can’t tell which of them it was and 
that’s not the point. Now that I’ve seen what’s been done to Lathom, I can’t imagine 
Dramond didn’t use it the same way at some point.” 

“Oh my God, you’re serious, aren’t you?” 

“Dead serious.” 

“Can you tell if he’s Adjusted me?” 

“What? Why would he do that? What would be the point? You’re not a threat.” 

“Thanks a lot!” 

“It’s not an insult. I’m just—Julia, right now I’m more worried about why they 
would give me this kind of power. They had to know I’d use it the way I did last night, 
eventually. There’s something I’m not seeing, some way my being one of The Three 
doing Adjustments is to their advantage, some way it will backfire on us. They’re 
tricking me somehow.” 

“Shayla, if Dramond and Kindi have been using Adjustments on Councillors all 
these years, we can’t trust anyone. I don’t even trust myself—and you shouldn’t 
either.” 



“Relax. Kindi prefers abusing Proctors, everyone knows that. I’m just—I had no 
idea Dramond was Adjusting Councillors. I don’t even know what to do with that 
information now.” 

“We need to take action on it, that’s what. Dramond’s had plenty of opportunity 
and access to Adjust me. How do we know I’m—” 

“Julia, calm down.” Shayla dropped her hands to her desk and leaned forward 
for emphasis. “You’re really not a threat, but I’ll check you, I promise. I don’t think I 
can check everyone, though. You have no idea how hard it was to get to Lathom 
without anyone finding out—and it was exhausting!” 

“Did you do it in his sleep?” 

“Of course.” 

“Now I’m never going to be able to fall sleep again until this is over. You have to 
check everyone involved in this.” 

“Maybe you’re right, but if you won’t go to sleep, how am I supposed to check 
you without your knowing it?” Shayla smirked. 

“You think I don’t want to know you’ve checked me? I’d like to look over the 
results myself. Can I?” 

 “No Julia, and you need to relax. They’re not after you. Double your Proctors 
and you’ll be fine. If it’s Kindi, he’ll be distracted by the Grey Suits and if it’s 
Dramond, he’ll be scared of them. Plus, I’ll check you tonight and… we can have lunch 
tomorrow, talk about how I find nothing wrong with you, okay?” 

“So whichever one of them is doing this, who do you think they’ve been 
Adjusting all these years? I mean, besides Lathom, who would they have wanted to—” 

Both women sat back and seemed to come to the same answer at the same 
time. “Ashley.” Their friend was Head of the Department of Public Information. What 
better position to control? 

Shayla whispered. “I’ll check him tonight, too.” 

“Just remember to check me, first, okay?” Julia looked over at the closed and 
locked door. “Just check everyone, Shayla, in any order. Really. We’ve got to know.” 

Shayla forced a smile. 

“How about you?” Julia asked. “Who’s going to check you?” 

“You can’t really think—Julia, no one’s touched me...except Dramond, and 
that’s not what he was doing. Besides, I can’t exactly ask Dramond or Kindi to check 
me.” 

“Can’t the techs check you?” 



“No, not just anyone can use the equipment. It’s genetically coded to a specific 
person. Most of the MedTechs on the production lines are logged but…Julia, the idea 
is to keep the access limited. It took Dramond by surprise that I’m as different as I 
am.” 

“Genetically?” 

“I’m a Phoenician, Julia, so yes, I’m...genetically different from you. From 
humans. We look so alike, I certainly thought your people were related to mine the 
first time I saw one of you, but as it turns out, we’re not at all the same under a 
microscope.” Julia’s gaze ran over Shayla, but Shayla ignored her friend’s curiosity. 
“Dramond wasn’t quite sure what to do about my genetic  differences. My little 
research project over at the Centre came in handy then. It solved the problem for him, 
and it’ll help us now. I had a baseline recorded before Dramond ever got to take a 
single reading of my mind, so it’s a good marker for me. I’ll use my records there to 
check my memory map now, but I’m sure I’m fine.” 

“What exactly is your little research project at the Centre anyway?” 

“Now it wouldn’t be a private lab if I told you what I was doing, would it?” 
Shayla chuckled. “It’s just my retirement plan, Julia. What are you going to do after 
this is all over?” 

Julia laughed in disbelief. “Retirement? I’m hoping to be alive when this is all 
over. I still can’t believe we’re really doing it.” 

“It’ll be all right.” 

“Yeah, right, it’ll be great. Half the Council’s Adjusted and the other half’s 
planning a mutiny. The world’s in great shape with all of us in charge of it.” 

“You’re not in charge of the whole world and it’s not half the Council who’ve 
been Adjusted. Just a few. As far as I know, Lathom could be the only one who’s been 
touched. I doubt it, but let’s get the proof before we start jumping to conclusions, 
okay?” 

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Shayla, because from where I’m sitting, 
you’re playing with fire in that game with Dramond, and one of you is going to get 
burned.” 

“That’s funny, Julia, you know that’s the same thing he always says.” Shayla’s 
eyes flashed and glowed with a blue-white light. “You know what they say about us 
Phoenicians, Julia. We love fire. We thrive on it. One of these days, when the time is 
right…” Shayla held a hand up and snapped her fingers. A flash of blue-white light 
sparked in the air at her fingertips. “Just like that, Dramond will see the light. I’ll 
introduce him. Personally.” 

“You’d better!” 

“Oh, I’d do it right now if I thought the rest of you wouldn’t condemn me for it. 
Don’t worry. Dramond will not survive the rebellion.” 



Shayla smiled briefly. It wasn’t a good thing, she decided. She had such a 
strong desire to do harm to Dramond. She could destroy them all with so little effort. It 
was a little terrifying to realize these feelings were inside of her. If it weren’t for Raif 
keeping her grounded, she might actually kill them all one of these days. 
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