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PART I

 “I’d been
wanderin’ a long, long time, and there weren’t never a place that
felt like home ’cept home.”

— Dunstun “Squatch” Fundlemucker, The IBS
Interviews

 CHAPTER ONE

Strangers at the Bar

The Universe is weird.

More specifically, the Universe is full of
strange and wonderful entities, places and things. There are the
zero-gravity oceans of the Cat’s Eye Nebula, where flora and fauna
have evolved in a gigantic vortex of water caught between three red
stars. There are the ice caves of the Hallician comet, with its
cathedral-like coma and miles of beautifully intricate webs of
frozen gases. There are the fur-coated, ape-like males of
Grumscudd, whose mannerisms are so vile — and their odor so ripe —
that the females of the species kicked them off their planet ages
ago.

And then there are humans, widely considered
the most dramatic species in the Universe. For untold eons, and
unbeknownst to them, humans have been transmitting their
melodramatic activities into the vacuum of space via the
Intergalactic Broadcasting System. The inhabitants of the Universe
watched on pins and needles as Adam took the first bite of the
apple. They marveled at the lavish funeral of Emperor Qinshihuang,
cheered the Native Americans during the so-called “discovery” of
North America, gaped in horror at the Jewish Holocaust, and waited
impatiently for the final season of Game of Thrones. From the
Exodus of Egypt to the last episode of Seinfeld — from the prolific
pen of Shakespeare to the Madea series — the Universe sat glued to
their video screens and holovision implants. For thousands of
years, it had become customary to discuss human affairs in all of
their splendor and absurdity. With the advent of the American movie
industry, English became the official language of the Universe
(convenient!), and the Earth became so beloved and fashionable that
intergalactic real estate developers began to eye it as a desirable
place to live. After all, what better planet is there to do a
locally sourced brunch, catch an afternoon monster-truck rally, and
bask in the glow of human melodrama?

But more on that later…

This is the story of Ella Rosa. If you met
Ms. Rosa, the first thing you might notice is her eyes; large,
expressive brown eyes ringed with long black lashes and curved
eyebrows. The next thing you might notice is her legendary glare.
She doesn’t like being stared at.

Ella’s hair is long and practical, pulled
back in what she might jokingly describe as her “lesbian
bronytail.” In the past, her thick hair had been dyed blue, purple
and green. On this fateful day, Ella’s hair is black, her natural
color. This mop of black hair sits atop a muscular frame of about
five feet, four inches. She attributes her skin color — a deep
bronze — to her Mexican heritage. But don’t refer to her as
“Mexican-American,” she hates political correctness, and would
likely glare at you again. She prefers “Latina.”

Now, Earth stereotypes about
lesbian-identified women in the United States might dictate that
she live in a queer-friendly city, work as a police officer or a
social worker, drive a motorcycle or a Subaru, vote Democrat, and
own more than her fair share of dogs and/or cats. In truth, Ella
lives in the vast forests north of Hoquiam in western Washington
state. She works as an auto-mechanic and owns her own shop, where
she restores American muscle cars when she’s not helping customers.
She drives a 1967 Camaro RS/SS with the original engine and trim; a
car that, in her own words, she “rescued” and “nursed back to
health.” Ella votes as an independent, with her ideal candidate
being one who protects her status as a queer Latina woman while
also respecting her right to bear arms. Ella has a license to carry
a concealed weapon, and most days, she carries a Colt Python in a
shoulder holster.

And yes, Ella Rosa has cats. Two cats to be
exact; affectionately referred to as Yin and Yang. They are
technically rescues, though Ella hates using that word in reference
to her animals. The pair of felines — one black with a white spot
and one white with a black spot — appeared outside her door one
night; damp, shivering and without identification. Ella might tell
you the cats rescued her. After all, she had to pull her gun out of
her mouth to see what all the meowing was about.

More on that later too…

For now, let’s join Ella on a fateful
Tuesday morning, a few short hours before her world was turned
completely upside down…

— Excerpt from “The Unauthorized Biography
of Ella Rosa” by M. L. Ovemhan

* * *

Ella and Willy met on the beach that Tuesday
morning, as they were accustomed to doing, along an isolated
stretch of ocean north of Grays Harbor. Neither of them could
remember how or when the meeting became a weekly ritual, but both
enjoyed squeezing off a few rounds of ammo before work and catching
up on the week’s happenings. It was gray, wet and cold — like most
mornings along the Washington State coast in autumn — and the pair
drank coffee out of metal thermoses, watching waves lap against the
rocks.

“They call you this year?”

Ella knew who Willy was asking about. Her
parents.

“No,” she said, “but I didn’t think they
would...”

“I know you didn’t,” Willy said. “But, you
don’t turn 30 every day, so… I thought… I don’t know…”

“I’m fine,” Ella said, taking a drink of her
coffee.

Willy lit a cigarette and took a drag. He was
an older man, thin, with a full head of gray hair. He kept his
cigarettes in the chest pocket of his flannel shirts, where the
packages had worn a faded rectangle into the fabric.

“I brought you somethin’,” Willy said
suddenly, taking his watch off his wrist and handing it to her.

It was a gold-plated timepiece with a
metallic wristband, the kind that stretched and conformed to your
wrist, catching arm hairs in the process. The watch face was square
and had a white mother-of-pearl inlay with finely-printed Roman
numerals. She’d seen this watch on Willy’s wrist for years,
commenting on it once or twice as he wiped his bar down.

“Willy, I can’t…”

“You can,” he said, “it’s the first thing I
bought when I got back from Vietnam. I don’t have a kid to give it
to. I’d like you to have it.”

Ella pulled the watch onto her wrist.

“Thank you, Willy,” she said. “It means a
lot.”

On a nearby log, a variety of bottles and
cans were lined up in a neat row.

“Give me that gun,” Willy said suddenly,
taking one last drag off his cigarette before flicking it into the
sand. Ella held the pistol out for him, patiently waiting for the
old man to take it.

He did, and took his time lining up the
sights. He shot six rounds. Two aluminum cans flew backward off the
log. One of the bottles exploded near the base, littering the rocky
beach with brown glass shards.

“Not bad,” Ella said, taking the gun. She
popped the six empty casings into the sand and reloaded. When she
was ready, she lifted the gun and aimed. Six rounds, six hits; one
after the other, in quick succession.

“Wow, girl! You know how to shoot that
thing!”

“Thanks,” she said, adding, “and I’m not a
girl. I’m a woman.”

Willy smiled.

“I think that’s been my problem all these
years…”

“What?”

“I chased girls, when I should’ve chased
women.”

Ella laughed.

“Me too,” she said.

Willy took a deep breath of the ocean air,
and let it out in a big, exhausted sigh. “I’d better go open for
breakfast.”

“Yeah,” she said, “I’ve gotta get to the
shop.”

“Happy birthday Ella.”

* * *

It was a slow day at Ella’s shop. There were
a few drop-ins with minor issues, and a couple towed vehicles
requiring parts she’d had to overnight to Hoquiam. Ella was able to
close by six — a rare luxury — and she made a spontaneous decision
to stop by Willy’s place rather than go home. There was nothing on
TV Tuesday nights, and the thought of sitting home alone on her
birthday felt depressing.

Willy’s bar was a moss-covered wooden
building set back into the forests lining Highway 101. Ella found a
parking spot for her Camaro, as far from the other vehicles as
possible. She didn’t need some drunk swinging his door into her
paint job later that night.

The first thing Ella noticed as she walked
into Willy’s bar were two women sitting in the dining room. They
seemed to glow softly, drawing her eyes in their direction. Ella
couldn’t help but stare as she made her way to the bar. The women
stood out like two delicate rubies laying in a gravel parking lot,
gleaming in the sun. One had flaming, scarlet hair and the other
had locks as smooth and black as obsidian. Their hair seemed to
flow over their porcelain necks and shoulders like cascading water.
They wore strange dresses that hovered over their lithe frames; the
thin fabric simultaneously translucent and reflective. Ella noticed
that she wasn’t the only person looking in their direction. Every
eye in the bar was on them, man or woman.

It was only when Willy said Ella’s name —
shaking her out of her trance a little — that she noticed who they
were sitting with. She didn’t recognize him. He was tall, large
framed and muscular. His sandy blonde hair was long and greasy, and
hung from his head in clumps. To Ella, he looked a little like that
guy from Aberdeen, that rock star who shot himself back in the
nineties. The women looked completely out of place in his
company.

Couple of rich women from Seattle, she
thought to herself, whale watching or something.

“Ella,” Willy repeated, sounding
irritated.

Ella turned and faced her friend. “Sorry,”
she said. “Light beer,” she started, just as she noticed the pint
was already sitting in front of her. Willy always shook his head
when she ordered it. The old man and his intolerance for anything
that wasn’t regular beer or meat and potatoes. She found it
cute.

“It’s okay,” Willy said. “I can’t compete
with that.” His eyes flicked in the direction of the two women. He
leaned in close to Ella, his elbows on the bar. “Does that look
weird to you?” he asked quietly. “Those two girls with that
guy?”

“Yeah,” she answered, “I was just thinking
that.”

Willy left Ella for a minute, checking on the
two guys sitting at the other end of the bar and taking payment
from an older couple Ella didn’t recognize. It wasn’t long, and he
was back, continuing the conversation as if he hadn’t left.

“You wanna know something weird?” Willy said
in low tones. “The three of them, they ordered twelve hard-boiled
eggs. Nothing else.”

“Strange,” she said, tipping her mug back and
drinking the remaining beer in one swallow.

“Another light beer?” Willy said more than
asked, emphasizing the word ‘light’ just enough for her to
notice.

Ella nodded. When he returned with it, the
two talked shop for a bit, the way they always did on weeknights.
Weekends at the bar were too busy for easy conversation. Ella
valued it when she could get it.

“Still got that Chevy small block hanging
from chains in your garage?” she asked the old man.

“Yeah,” he answered, wiping the bar with a
slight smile on his face, “and I’m still not gonna sell it, so
don’t ask.”

Ella laughed.

“Make sure to leave it to me in your will,”
she said.

Ella knocked back the rest of her beer and
put some cash on the bar. When she’d just started gathering her
things, Willy leaned toward her and spoke in a low voice.

“Don’t go anywhere,” he said, suddenly
serious. “Look...” He nodded in the direction of the dining room
behind her.

“What is it?” Ella turned and saw the
stranger leading the two women to the bathroom. The sight of the
three of them crossing the room was odd. Something in the way they
moved, the way they carried themselves. When the two women entered
the ladies restroom, the man leaned in and spoke to them quietly.
As the door swung shut, he stood outside the bathroom like some
kind of guard.

“That’s not good,” Willy said quietly,
leaning forward to speak into Ella’s ear. “Go check on those girls,
would ya?”

Ella nodded.

“Happy to,” she said as she slid off her
barstool. The strange man watched her as she crossed the room and
seemed to stiffen when he realized Ella was headed his way. At the
last second, he stepped in front of her.

“Occupied,” he said in a strange voice, his
light blue eyes sharp as knives.

“There are three toilets in there,” she said,
meeting his gaze.

“Told you…” he repeated, “occupied.”

“Can you step aside please?” she said.

The stranger didn’t move.

“There a problem, sir?” It was Willy’s voice,
ringing loud and clear from the bar behind her. Several patrons
turned their heads to look in Ella’s direction. The stranger
noticed the change in the room — the stares and suspicious glances.
He seemed to do a quick calculus in his head, and after a few
moments, stepped reluctantly to the side.

Ella pushed her way into the women’s room,
feeling the man’s threatening presence beside her as she entered.
The restroom was dark, lit by one lightbulb, and stunk of old
plumbing. Ella preferred not to come in here, avoiding it most
nights. Two of the stalls were occupied, and the room was
dead-quiet.

“You two okay?” Ella asked in a low tone,
cutting through the silence like a sharp knife.

There was no answer.

Ella chose the open stall at the far end of
the restroom, pulling the door closed as she took a seat on the
toilet. Seconds later, as she sat peeing, she noticed a tapping
sound on the stall wall.

“Yeah?” she said, more quietly this time.
“I’m listening…”

“Help us, please…” the voice said in a low
whisper.

Ella’s heart began to pound hard in her
chest.

“Is that guy hurting you?” she asked, as
quiet as her voice could go.

“He is dangerous… be careful…”

Ella finished quickly and made her way out of
the bathroom, trying to look casual as she passed the man. She made
a beeline for Willy, who stood watching at the bar. Behind her, the
stranger beat on the bathroom door. “Hurry up in there,” he said,
his voice sounding odd.

When Ella reached Willy, she leaned over the
bar and spoke to him in hushed tones.

“They’re in trouble,” she said.

“Thought so.”

Ella, heart pounding harder still, reached
into her jacket and unstrapped the gun from her shoulder holster.
Willy disappeared behind the bar, coming up with his shotgun.
“Should we call the police?” she asked Willy.

“Yeah,” he said. “In a minute.”

The two women appeared in the door of the
restroom, and the stranger grabbed them, forcing them into the
dining room one by one. Ella saw fear in their faces, though they
had an odd kind of poise as well. “Come,” the stranger urged.

“You’re not going anywhere with those girls,”
Willy said clearly.

When the stranger turned, he was met with the
sight of Willy and Ella, guns raised and aimed his direction. He
looked startled for a moment, then slowly raised his hands.

“Ella,” Willy said. “Can you get these girls
somewhere safe?”

“You’ve got this yourself?” she asked the old
man.

“I’ve got his back.” It was a man’s voice,
one of the patrons sitting out at the tables. Ella had forgotten
all about them. She spared a glance in their direction and saw
Ralph standing over a plate of half-eaten fried chicken, pistol
drawn. The rest of the customers, Richard and Jim, Max and his wife
Ester, stared slack-jawed at the scene.

“Ok,” Ella said, waving the two women toward
her. “Let’s go.”

The women took a few tentative steps toward
her, one of them looking back in fear as if expecting the strange
man to pounce on her from behind.

“Come on,” Ella urged, “you don’t have to
worry about him. Come with me.”

The women crossed the room toward her,
seeming to gain confidence with each step they took. Ella backed
through the front door without lowering her gun and let the women
out of the bar.

Ella followed.

As soon as the door to the bar slammed shut,
she holstered her gun and ran to her Camaro. Ella fumbled with her
keys to unlock the passenger side. “Get in,” she ordered, already
rounding the car to the driver’s side. As she did, she heard
Willy’s voice through the wall of the old bar.

“Keep your hands up!”

Ella shoved her key into the driver’s side
door and opened it. The next voice she heard belonged to Ralph.

“You heard him. Keep em’ up!”

Ella jumped into the driver’s seat, and
slammed the door shut. She put the key in the ignition and cranked
it. The car roared to life just as Ella heard gunshots; several in
quick succession.

Then, something happened that changed Ella’s
perception of the world forever.

Brilliant green light poured out of every
window, every nook and cranny of Willy’s bar, while a translucent
orb of yellow energy expanded through the walls and encapsulated
the structure.

“Aye!” Ella screamed. She popped the car into
reverse, tires squealing as she backed onto the highway. She nearly
hit a tree across the road as the shock of what she was seeing
overwhelmed her senses. She shoved the car into first gear and tore
down the highway, climbing to fourth in seconds. In her rearview,
she saw the stranger burst through the front door of Willy’s place,
moving unnaturally fast. He threw a small metallic ball her
direction and Ella slammed on the gas. The metallic orb exploded,
forming a dome of green and yellow energy, just like that she’d
seen in the bar. The light show receded mercifully into the
distance behind them.

“What was that?” she demanded, shooting a
glance at the two women sharing a seat next to her. “What’s going
on?”

The women looked at one another, and the
red-haired woman nodded slightly. The black-haired woman began to
speak in the most beautiful voice Ella had ever heard.

“It was a neural dampener,” she said softly.
“The energy field forces you to fall asleep instantly.”

So, Willy isn’t dead, she thought to
herself.

“I’ve never heard of anything like that!”
Ella exclaimed, negotiating the dark, damp, forest-lined highway as
she reached 84 mph.

“The technology does not exist on Earth,” the
dark-haired woman continued.

“What?”

Ella felt a sudden urge to slam the brake
pedal through the car floor, to leave these strange women on the
side of the highway and go back to help Willy, Then, she saw a
single headlight appear in the dark behind her. It was coming up
fast, and soon she heard the roar of the engine. It was Richard’s
Harley 1200. She knew that motorcycle well. She also knew Richard
was too scared to drive the bike that fast.

“I think your boyfriend is chasing us,” Ella
said, glancing at the rearview mirror to check his progress. The
black-haired woman climbed into the back seat and looked through
the rear window.

“Yes,” she said. “That is Elstrad. Do not let
him take us.”

“Or what?” Ella demanded.

“Or there will be war in the Universe,” she
answered.

Ella felt incredulous. War in the
Universe?

At that moment, a beam of blinding energy
blazed past the driver’s side window, hitting a tree down the road.
There was an explosion of brilliant red sparks, and the tree began
to fall toward the highway.

“Hold on,” Ella yelled, and jammed the gas
pedal into the floor with the tips of her toes. The pistons
screamed and the car lurched forward as the tree tumbled slowly
toward the asphalt. The whole scene seemed to slow down for Ella.
She noticed the way the branches flowed behind the tree as it fell.
She saw the motorcycle a couple hundred feet behind her.

For a moment, she thought they might not make
it. The Camaro passed under the shadow of the falling tree, and
unbelievably, they were out the other side. Ella felt the tree
branches scrape her spoiler as they shot through unscathed. She
watched the branches of the tree snap and shake as it bounced off
the asphalt behind them.

He didn’t make it, she thought, a
smile forming on her lips.

Just then, Ella saw bursts of red light
behind the fallen log, illuminating the branches like a Christmas
tree. The way that beam sliced through the tree trunk before — like
a hot knife through butter — she suspected it would only be seconds
before the stranger cut an opening in the log and came rolling
through the gap.

Ella wracked her brain for ideas. She
couldn’t beat the Harley in a straight race, and the stranger —
Elstrad was it? — was using weapons she didn’t understand.

Gravel.

The word jumped into her mind suddenly. Road
bikes and gravel don’t mix, and Donkey Creek Road was less than a
mile away. Ella barely slowed the car when she saw the turnoff. As
she remembered it, this road was paved for a little while, but it
became gravel a few miles off the highway. It was incredibly dark,
and between the thick rainforest pushing in on both sides and the
overcast skies, it was very difficult to see. Ella pressed on,
driving as fast as she could. In spite of the effort, she caught
the light of the Harley coming up behind them.

“Do either of you know how to use a gun?”

For a moment, the women said nothing. Then,
the brunette sitting in the back seat spoke.

“We do not harm others.”

Ella would have scoffed at the woman’s words,
were it not for the calm that washed over her at the sound of the
brunette’s voice. The light of the motorcycle was only a few
hundred feet behind them now. Whoever this guy was, he was able to
navigate these roads faster than she could, and she was known for
her driving ability. The road would be changing to gravel somewhere
ahead, but Ella didn’t know if they’d make it. She also didn’t know
if the gravel would help them get away.

The texture of the road changed. Ella heard
the sound of rocks in her wheel wells. They’d made it.

Elstrad came up close behind them. Ella saw
the headlight wobble on the gravel surface, and the Harley fell
behind a little. As fast as Elstrad had lost control, he regained
it, and picked up speed, pulling around the left side of the car.
She saw the man point a metallic cylinder at her, saw it gathering
electricity from the air around him.

Ella jerked the car to the left, swerving
dangerously close to the trees skirting the edge of the road.
Elstrad dropped his speed fast to avoid being pushed into the
forest, letting the car edge ahead. The reaction caused him to lose
control of the motorcycle. She saw the headlight sway violently as
Elstrad attempted to correct the speed wobble. Then the bike fell
on its side, sliding for a moment before catching a root along the
edge of the road and flipping end over end into the forest.

Ella didn’t slow the Camaro. She didn’t look
back. She’d figure out what to do next when she got home. For now,
she’d just keep the pedal to the metal and get these women off the
road alive.

“Thank you,” said the dark-haired woman. Once
again, Ella’s heart fluttered at the sound of her voice. It was
indescribable.

“We have to talk,” Ella said sharply. “But
not now. I’ve gotta concentrate on the road.”

She drove up to the junction near the dam,
took a turn down into Monte, and drove to her place outside of
Hoquiam. It was a long drive, but the more miles she was able to
put between herself and that Elstrad guy, the better.

No one said a word.

 CHAPTER TWO

The Seirenes

Ella felt a sense of relief as she pulled the
Camaro into her driveway. She saw the old Airstream trailer through
the trees, and when the motion-sensor lights kicked on, she could
see the garden and the separate three-car garage. It wasn’t much —
not by her parents’ standards anyway — but it was hers, and it was
home.

A quick press of the garage door opener, and
they were in her home auto shop, right up alongside her Ford F-10
pickup. She had her shop in Hoquiam, but this is where she did her
best work. Here, she’d refurbished a few Mustangs, along with an
old Thunderbird and a Dodge Charger. This was Ella’s art studio, a
place where she went to relax, unwind, and create.

Ella helped the women out of the car.

“Where are we?” the dark-haired woman
asked.

“My place,” Ella said, pulling the seat
forward so she could exit.

“This is interesting,” the woman continued,
looking at the tools and various equipment.

“House is this way,” Ella said, leaving the
building and waiting for the curious women to follow. She hit the
wall-mounted code box on the way out, closing the garage.

Ella led the women across the gravel driveway
to the front door of her trailer. She swung it open, motioning for
them to enter. Before they did, there was a meow heard from the
roof above.

“Oh!” the dark-haired woman exclaimed. “There
is a cat on your roof!” The red-haired woman smiled broadly, the
expression seeming to light her face with a warm glow.

“Yeah, it’s cute,” Ella said, glancing up
over the awning. “That’s Yang. Yin’s around somewhere.”

“Is it trapped up there?” the dark-haired
woman asked, a look of concern flashing in her eyes.

“No. She goes up there all the time. Not sure
how, but she gets up and down just fine,” Ella said, taking a step
into her home and turning back to them. “Are you coming in?”

“Yes — our apologies,” the dark-haired woman
said.

Ella stood by the door as they came in,
watching them enter. They made their way into her tiny front room;
a 1980s-era couch resting against the wall, facing a flat-screen
TV.

“Please, sit,” she said, motioning to the
couch.

Ella pulled the door closed, and without
turning to look at the women, took the phone from her jacket
pocket. A few rings later, Willy answered.

“Ella,” he said, “you all right?”

“Yes, we’re fine,” she answered, breathing
deeply and letting it out in a long, slow sigh. “I’m so happy to
hear your voice...”

“I don’t know what happened. One second, we
had that guy up against the wall, and the next, I’m waking up
behind my bar with a bump on my head…”

“I saw it from outside. The guy had some kind
of device… puts people to sleep. There was all this green
light...”

Willy was quiet for a moment.

“Richard’s bike is gone,” he said
suddenly.

“Yeah,” Ella said. “The guy stole it, chased
me down 101. He crashed out in the woods. I lost him there.”

“We should leave the bike out there. Richard
would’ve killed himself on it anyway,” Willy said. “You’re okay,
then?”

“Sort of,” she said. “I have the women here
at my place.”

“Why not take them to the police?”

“I don’t know,” Ella said. “I just had a
feeling this was better...”

“I’ll come out if you want…”

“No, it’s fine,” Ella said. “I’ll talk to
them a bit, see what they want to do…”

“Ok then. Call me in the morning.”

“Will do.”

Ella took a few deep breaths, sliding the
phone back into her coat pocket. The sound of Willy’s voice had a
grounding effect, and when she felt ready, Ella turned to face her
guests.

“What’s going on?” Ella demanded, her body
trembling from spent adrenaline. “I want some answers.”

“What would you like to know?” the
dark-haired woman said. The two women looked at Ella with
expressions of mild confusion, as if they didn’t understand the
ferociousness of her emotions.

“For starters, I’d like to know who was
chasing us, and why you’re talking like he’s from another planet!
I’d like to know why he wants you so bad he’s willing to risk his
life, and why you came into Willy’s place tonight, eating
hard-boiled eggs and being all weird…”

“My name is Sinoe,” the black-haired woman
said, her beautiful voice making Ella feel calm, “and her name is
Laope.”

The red-haired woman nodded through a
smile.

“What is that?” Ella said. “Why do I feel so
strange whenever you open your mouth?”

“We are the last of the Seirenes, from the
planet Delphine,” Sinoe said. “Our voices possess certain powers.
You may know us as the Sirens of ancient myth. Most males are
vulnerable to the sound of our voices, though some women respond as
well. It seems as if you are one…”

“Never heard of any of that,” Ella said,
taking a seat at the kitchen table. The distance allowed her to
keep an eye on both of them at once. They seemed harmless enough.
Insane, maybe, but harmless.

“Does she talk?” Ella asked, nodding toward
Laope.

“She has taken a vow of silence,” Sinoe said.
“Though I can sense her thoughts and emotions.”

“Of course you can!” Ella said, unable to
fully suppress the sarcastic notes in her voice. “Who’s
Elstrad?”

“Elstrad is a sellsword. He hunts people,”
Sinoe said. “He was born without the ability to hear, and thus, is
not affected by our voices. He has been hunting us for the Sisters
of Aeron.”

“Who are they?”

“Co-presidents of the Federation of Safe
Space,” Sinoe said.

“Safe Space?” Ella said, smiling and shaking
her head. “And you’ve been hiding from them?”

“Yes,” Sinoe continued. “We’ve been living in
these forests for centuries, out of sight. When Elstrad found us,
we were not far from your friend’s inn.”

“How did Elstrad find you?” Ella asked.

“We do not know,” Sinoe answered. “A thousand
years ago, our dear friend Epeia was taken, and used in the Battle
of Lyssia. The Sisters want to use us in the same way.”

“What did Elstrad need with Willy’s bar?”

“Elstrad intended to place us in suspended
animation,” Sinoe said. “Though he had found our hiding place in
the forest, we were miles away from his ship. We discovered the
inn, and he took the opportunity to provide the protein and
elimination required for the suspension process. If you hadn’t
intervened, the Sisters would be preparing us for battle against
the Patronis Corporation within weeks…”

“The what now?” Ella said, becoming
impatient. She wondered idly if they had escaped from the psych
ward. What if Elstrad had been some kind of caretaker, or a police
escort? What if they were dangerous?

But that doesn’t explain the magical voice or
the energy bombs and lasers and the high-speed chase through the
forest, she thought to herself, maybe I’m the one who’s
delusional…

“The Patronis Corporation owns the majority
of the known Universe,” Sinoe answered matter-of-factly.

Ella stared at them for a time, shifting her
gaze back and forth. The two women seemed profoundly calm, as if
nothing had transpired over the last few hours. It seemed odd and
off-putting to Ella. Non-human, somehow…

“This is all real, isn’t it?” Ella said
finally, getting to her feet. “I want to believe I’m imagining all
of this, but I don’t think I am...”

“Yes, it is real,” Sinoe said.

“Ok,” Ella nodded, sighing deeply. “I’m going
to make some coffee. Would you like a cup?”

“We do not know coffee,” Sinoe said.

“I’ll make a pot, and you can try it.”

Ella enjoyed the act of making the pot of
coffee. It felt normal, settling. She ground fresh beans — Ella
hated the canned stuff — and placed the filter in the tray. She
used purified water from the refrigerator door to fill the carafe
and pour it into the tank. All the while, Ella avoided looking in
the direction of the Seirenes. She tried not to think too hard
about the night’s events. They were so far out of the scope of
Ella’s reality; she didn’t know how to process them.

As the coffee finished dripping into the pot,
Ella poured three cups. Part of her hoped the Airstream would be
empty when she turned to face the Seirenes; that she’d find the
whole thing was some kind of freak hallucination. But there they
were, two incredibly beautiful women sitting perfectly poised on
her living room sofa. They wore open, interested expressions on
their flawless faces.

“Coffee’s done,” Ella said, placing the cups
on the tiny dining table. The two women made their way to the
kitchen. Sinoe took a sip.

“Bitter,” she said.

“You get used to it,” Ella said, taking a
deep draw of the black liquid. “You’re welcome to stay here
tonight. I’ll drive you into town tomorrow, or as far as Olympia if
you want.”

“We do not know where to go,” Sinoe said, “or
what to do.”

“I’m sorry,” Ella said, “but you can’t stay
here. I can give you a little money.”

“Thank you for your kindness,” Sinoe said,
smiling softly. Ella realized that Sinoe had not smiled until this
very moment. The Seirene’s face was absolutely mesmerizing. Her
eyes were deep violet with streaks of light magenta flaring out
from the pupil. Ella realized she was staring at Sinoe and looked
down at her coffee cup just in time to see the dark-haired woman
place a perfect hand over her own. The Seirene’s skin was soft and
silky. It felt warm and comforting.

“You risked your life to help us,” Sinoe
said. “If these are the last moments I spend with you, I would like
to show my appreciation. Laope’s heart belongs to another, but mine
is free to share…”

Sinoe’s voice made Ella feel warm and fuzzy,
like sinking into a pleasant beer buzz. Ella turned and looked at
Laope, who smiled encouragingly.

“No,” Ella said flatly. “I don’t need that
kind of appreciation.”

“I know you love women,” Sinoe said. “From
the way you react to my voice, the way you look at me. It is very
human, to engage in violence so easily, yet show so much reluctance
to experience pleasure.”

Ella felt Sinoe’s hand slide up to her
shoulder.

“I’m sorry, you’re beautiful, but…” Ella
said, stumbling over her words. “I don’t know you.”

Sinoe leaned close to Ella, and spoke in a
quiet voice. “You could get to know me.”

Ella panicked, and stood up, letting Sinoe’s
hand slide off her shoulder. Sinoe looked up at her, a puzzled
expression on the Seirene’s face. Ella felt the sudden urge to
apologize.

“I’m sorry.”

“I can take your fear away, if you would
like,” Sinoe said.

Ella looked at Sinoe, at the earnest,
concerned expression on her face. The three of them had been
through some crazy things tonight, had survived together. Although
the women were complete strangers, they had been gentle and kind.
Sinoe had refused to use a gun against Elstrad, even when her
safety and freedom were at risk... Now, she was asking for
permission to take Ella’s fear away, when she could have probably
done it without asking. Ella hadn’t been with a woman in over three
years. She hadn’t taken any real risks in a long time; not since
her late teens on the streets of Portland, when she’d slept with
every woman who’d have her, and taken any and every street drug
there was. She’d survived through that…

Why not this? she asked herself.

“Ok,” Ella said, “do it.”

Without hesitation, Sinoe began to sing, and
Ella’s mind was suddenly awash with beautiful white light. It was
like a flight to heaven. Ella felt weightless, as if she were
spirit alone. She felt fear and anxiety and sadness drain out of
her soul, disappearing into the aether.

Sinoe lowered her voice to a melodic whisper,
and Ella regained some awareness of her surroundings.

I’m in my kitchen, she thought, I’m
still standing.

Sinoe’s song ended, and the world came back
into focus. The women were standing now, holding Ella to make sure
she didn’t fall.

“How do you feel?” Sinoe asked, her voice
sounding distant. Ella took a few deep breaths and checked in with
herself. The feelings of fear and anxiety were gone.

“I feel amazing,” Ella said. “That was
indescribable.”

“What would you like to do now?”

“I’d like to get you two set up for the
night,” Ella said, already taking steps toward the back of the
Airstream. “My bed’s back here. You and Laope can share it...”

“Laope and I?” Sinoe said. “And you? Are you
still reluctant?”

“You seem nice,” Ella said, pulling clean
sheets from a small linen cupboard, “but I’ve earned my
reluctance.”

* * *

Ella awoke suddenly. Something felt wrong.
She held her breath for a moment, listening hard. It was quiet. Too
quiet.

Is it Elstrad, she wondered, had he
found them somehow?

Ella sat up slowly and fumbled for her gun
and holster on the ground next to the couch. She quieted her
breath, straining to hear the sounds of the forest.

I’m going crazy, she thought, I’m
sitting here listening for a space bounty hunter. I turned 30, and
I have late-onset schizophrenia.

Gun in hand, Ella untangled her legs from the
afghan and got to her feet, tiptoeing quietly toward the kitchen
windows, careful not to make a sound. Outside, the woods, which
normally felt comforting to Ella, took on an ominous vibe. It was
too quiet out there. No bird song. No rustle in the ferns. She felt
isolated, vulnerable. Her short walk to the kitchen windows seemed
to stretch for an eternity. She wondered why. What was she picking
up on?

As Ella approached the open kitchen window,
Yin and Yang jumped into the Airstream in a fury of white and black
fur. The cats climbed Ella’s body frantically, one struggling to
stay on her head while the other fought for real estate on her
shoulders.

“Hijole!” Ella exclaimed, nearly shooting a
bullet into the ceiling. “Stop!”

Ella realized she’d never seen her cats like
this before. There was definitely something outside. She knelt on
the ground with the two felines, placing them on the floor one by
one and stroking them softly.

“Sshhh…,” she said, still listening for
noises, half expecting to be rendered unconscious in a blaze of
light. “What’s got you two so scared?”

Seconds later, the entire trailer shook as
something outside pounded on her home. It took Ella a second or two
to realize that it was coming from the front door. The cats
startled behind her, running into the bedroom and jumping into bed
with Sinoe and Laope.

“What was that?” Sinoe called behind her.

“I don’t know,” Ella said. “Stay there…”

Ella raised her gun and pointed it at the
front door.

POUND! POUND!

Ella took the safety off the gun and pulled
the hammer back. If it was Elstrad, she’d put a bullet in him
before he took his first step inside.

POUND! POUND!

CRASH!

Ella’s front door caved in from the top. A
huge, bipedal, ape-like creature leaned through the door. Its
gigantic face was hideous, and its body was covered in matted fur.
The hairy beast was the last thing Ella expected to see.

Bigfoot? Ella thought, incredulous.
She didn’t know what to do. Should I kill it?

“Uh, hello in there?” the creature said, it’s
voice boomed like a bass speaker. “I’m comin’ in. Just lettin’
y’know.”

The creature pushed through what was left of
the door, popping it off its hinges completely.

“Wow, bent this up, didn’t I?” the creature
mumbled to itself, picking up the bent door and trying to put it
back on the hinges. Just then, the creature caught sight of Ella
standing in the kitchen and aiming her gun at it.

“Oh, hi there,” it said, stumbling toward her
in huge strides that shook the trailer. It was so tall it couldn’t
stand without hunching. “Sorry ‘bout your door. I’m not used to… to
goin’ inside’a places, you know what I mean?”

“Stay there!” Ella yelled, raising the gun a
little higher. “Don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

“Aw, lady,” it said, raising its arms, “you
don’t gotta do that. I ain’t gonna hurt ya.”

The scent of the creature hit Ella, and she
nearly shot it just for that. It was rank, like a thousand dirty
sweat-socks stirred into a boiling pot of feces.

“What is going on Ella?”

It was Sinoe’s voice, coming from the other
end of the trailer. The sound calmed Ella instantly, and she spared
a quick glance away from the Sasquatch. Laope and Sinoe were
climbing out of bed, looking like they’d just stepped out of a
salon.

“I don’t know,” Ella struggled to explain,
“this… this Bigfoot thing just broke through my front door and… and
it’s standing in my kitchen…”

When the two women spotted the creature, the
anxious expressions on their faces relaxed into knowing grins.

“That is a Grumscudder,” Sinoe said without
pause, “there is no need to be frightened. They are harmless.”

As if in agreement, Laope pushed Ella’s gun
arm down gently.

“What do you call yourself?” Sinoe asked.

“Well, my given name is Dunstun. Dunstun
Fundlemucker,” it said, “but I like Squatch. Sounds cool…”

“Squatch?” Ella said, having a difficult time
processing what she was seeing and hearing.

“Yeah, comes from Sasquatch, see? But Squatch
is all ya need.”

“Why are you here?” Sinoe asked.

“Well, I was in the woods, you know, pretty
close to here,” Squatch began, “and I hear this singin'. Gave me a
boner.”

“Ok… ok, I’m sorry,” Ella said suddenly
overwhelmed. “I have to sit down.” She pulled a chair from the
kitchen table and took a seat.

“Ella,” Sinoe asked, concerned, “are you
feeling okay?”

“Yeah,” Ella answered. “There are two aliens
and a Sasquatch in my kitchen talking about boners. Why would I be
upset?”

Ella’s houseguests didn’t seem to hear the
sarcasm in her voice.

“Go on,” Ella said.

“So, as I was sayin’,” Squatch said, “the
singin’ gave me a woody. So, after I rub one out, I realize, no one
on Earth sounds like that. Y’all must be aliens.”

“We are, Laope and I,” Sinoe said, placing a
hand on her scarlet-haired friend. “Ella is an Earth woman.”

“Well good. I’m glad t’hear that,” Squatch
said, looking relieved. “I called an Uner. They won’t pick me up, a
Grumscudder, see. But if I just kinda hitch a ride with y’all…”
Squatch lifted his arm and pulled a greasy mat of hair away from
his wrist, glancing at a hidden electronic display. “Whaddya know…
it’s just about here.”

“You have not gained our consent, Mr.
Fundlemucker,” Sinoe said, a slight frown on her face. “We do not
wish to leave Earth.”

Squatch looked back and forth at them, a look
of confusion on his face. “But…,” he stammered, “you gotta leave.
Haven’t you been gettin’ the notifications?”

“No, we have not,” Sinoe answered. “Our
displays require a fresh charge…”

“Earth is about to be Redeveloped,” Squatch
said. “The Patronis fleet is out there right now, ready t’evacuate
the planet. You gotta leave whether you like it or not.”

Ella was having a hard time keeping up.
Patronis? Redevelopment? Evacuation? None of it made sense to
her.

“The Uner’s here,” Squatch said. “Hold on
t’somethin.”

Brilliant white light poured in through every
window in the trailer, so bright that Ella had to shield her eyes,
crying out in pain. The trailer began to rattle, and Ella felt it
rise off the ground, shaking as it ripped free from its anchors and
utility hookups. She stood up from the chair, wanting to do
something to make all of this stop, but she lost her balance and
fell backward.

Sinoe and Laope knelt on the floor and
embraced Ella. “It is okay,” Sinoe said softly, “we have you. There
is no danger.”

Sinoe’s voice calmed Ella. The aluminum
Airstream rose, spinning gently, into the hull of a large flying
saucer. Ella watched through her kitchen window as they entered the
cargo bay, watched the metallic hatchway pass by outside, heard the
doors to the ship close underneath them.

“We’re in!” Squatch exclaimed. “I can’t
believe it! I’m finally gettin’ off this dump!”

“Do not listen to him,” Sinoe said, running
slender fingers through Ella’s hair. “We will speak to the captain
and have you and your home returned to the surface.”

Ella felt her trailer settle onto the cargo
bay floor with a slight bump, and the bright white light
disappeared suddenly, leaving the four of them in total
darkness…

 CHAPTER THREE

Little Grey Men

This may come as a surprise, so hold on to
something. At almost any given time in the history of planet Earth,
there have (and continue to be), extra-terrestrials walking among
us.

I’ll let that sink in…

Aliens, from other planets, here, on Earth.
They are your neighbors and your teachers, your political leaders
and your spiritual gurus, your favorite Hollywood stars and that
person you regret dating when you were in your 20s.

The world is, and has always been, chocked
full of little green men… figuratively speaking.

First, there were the Makers, who enjoyed
the briefest of stays on our lovely little planet. Then came the
reptilian humanoids; blood-drinking, shape-shifting elitists who
spend their days plotting the destruction of the human race via the
Illuminati, the Freemasons and AM talk radio. Ever since the dawn
of time, there have been self-proclaimed Gods, space-tourists,
entrepreneurs and Kardashians eager to visit planet Earth, and even
set up shop here on occasion.

On this particular day, Ella had the
unfortunate privilege of making contact with a peculiar race of
interstellar travelers; beings obsessed with exploring the stars.
Not the luminous balls of gas which light the Universe, mind you.
No, these star-jumping weirdos suffer from a fascination with one
celestial body in particular; the human stink star.

— Excerpt from “The Unauthorized Biography
of Ella Rosa” by M. L. Ovemhan

* * *

It smells like a hospital…

That was Ella’s first step into
consciousness; the primitive power of her olfactory sense telling
her something wasn’t right.

Next, she became aware of chatter, something
akin to the noise squirrels made in her backyard as they fought
over bird seed, only deeper in tone. Ella blandly accepted the
hospital stink and the incessant chatter for a time, able to
notice, but unable to think critically. Then, suddenly, she
realized who she was.

I’m Ella.

This was followed quickly by the ability to
remember, and panic.

There was a spaceship — my house was lifted —
we were gassed — hard to breathe…

Ella jumped into full consciousness, inhaling
the stale air in jagged, shallow breaths. She opened her eyes wide
and her vision was overwhelmed with bright white light. It was
painful, and she clenched them shut again.

“Wha —,” she muttered in pain.

The chattering continued all around her. Ella
tried to move, and realized she was tied down by restraints.

“Why am I… Why can’t I move?” Ella cried out,
and the chattering went on as if she hadn’t spoken. She opened her
eyes again, slower this time, allowing them to adjust to the
brightness.

Ella saw them. They were difficult to make
out through the glare, standing on the edge of darkness. Six short
gray-skinned beings. The little aliens had large black featureless
eyes and small lipless mouths. They had bulbous heads, and no nasal
cartilage. Their ear canals were small, simple orifices, flush with
the sides of their skulls. They were the same gray aliens Ella had
seen on hundreds of movies, TV shows and websites through the
years… a science fiction cliché.

Only, these six were real.

The Greys continued to chatter, some looking
down at Ella, others working with computer consoles and preparing
scientific devices. Ella’s panic-stricken mind raced out of
control. She seemed to be strapped down to an operating table. The
light above her was a surgical lamp of some kind. Tall stacks of
medical machinery beeped and purred all around her.

They’re going to cut me open!

Ella wriggled and bucked against the
restraints, but they didn’t budge. “Let me go!” she screamed,
fighting to free herself.

The Grey Alien near her feet turned some kind
of crank, and the table began to roll sideways. As the table
rotated, Ella got a full-body view of the aliens standing next to
her. They were short, no more than three feet tall from head to toe
and dressed in surgical gowns of various colors. Ella could also
see the shape of the room: triangular with high ceilings and a
concave metallic wall directly behind her head. When the table
stopped rolling, she was face-down, staring at six pairs of legs
and a black, shiny floor. When the table settled into place, she
felt one of the restraints around her wrist give a little.

Ella began wriggling her shoulder and arm
wildly. She was able to work her wrist through the restraint, but
only millimeters at a time. She felt a door sliding open in the
table directly above her butt. For a second, Ella was more worried
about freeing her wrist, and barely noticed the sensation.

Then, it hit her. All the websites. All the
documentaries and movies. All the comedians. When it came to the
Grey Alien abduction phenomenon, they all agreed on one thing…

Oh no! Ella’s mind screamed. Not
that! No way!

She redoubled her efforts, trying desperately
to yank her wrist free. For a moment, it seemed her hand might be
too large to pull through the loose strap. Ella collapsed it,
making it as small as possible. She pulled as hard as her
restraints would allow.

With one last painful, skin-scraping yank,
her hand was free.

Ella heard the sound of a surgical saw
whirring to life. She thrust her hand into her leather jacket. It
was pulled tight against her body by the chest restraints, but she
was able to wrestle her gun free of its holster.

The Greys didn’t know what hit them. Ella
fired four rounds into four sets of legs, and four little gray men
fell to the floor, pools of violet blood squirting and sputtering
from their bodies as they screamed in pain and shock.

Ella didn’t pay attention to them. She’d
already shoved the gun back in its holster, and her hand was
exploring the restraints, searching for a release. She felt along
her chest strap until she found a circular ring with a small
depression. She pushed it, and the strap popped open, letting her
upper body fall loose. She hit the buttons on her waist strap and
wrist cuff, and then the one across her legs.

Ella fell free, face-down in a pool of purple
alien blood, surrounded by three screeching, wounded Greys. The
fourth wounded alien was laying still, its face pale and lifeless.
A quick scan of the room told her the two aliens she hadn’t shot
were gone.

That can’t be good, she thought.

Ella looked for cover. The operating table
was surrounded by machinery. She scooted backward, tucking her body
into the gap between the curved wall and one of the large devices.
She held her gun at the ready, and slowed her panicked breathing,
listening to the room. Her revolver was a six-shooter. There were
two bullets left…

Two bullets, Ella thought, two
aliens out there in the dark.

The cries of the three wounded aliens still
alive drowned out all other sound. While the stack of medical
equipment she’d ducked behind provided a pocket of cover, it also
left Ella exposed on two sides. She shifted her gaze back and
forth, hoping the two remaining Greys didn’t ambush her from both
sides at once.

Suddenly, energy bursts sprayed the walls
around the operating table in a flurry of intense red light,
sounding like the crackle of electricity.

Aye! Ella thought as the metallic walls and
floors continued to sputter and sizzle. Then she realized: the
operating table had rotated sideways upon her escape, and the two
remaining Greys seemed to think she was hiding behind it. They
hadn’t seen her crawl away. She might have the element of
surprise…

Another hail of energy bursts. Ella shielded
her eyes against the light.

It was silent for a moment, except for the
sound of the wounded aliens laying around the operating table. From
her vantage point, she saw another one of the Greys laying still on
the floor.

Two down, she thought. At least, she
hoped they were down. Death could mean something else entirely for
these creatures.

Ella quieted her breath and leveled her gun
on the area behind the operating table. If the two shooters rushed
the space behind it, she’d have a clear shot at them…

Between the raspy moans of the dying Greys,
Ella strained to hear footsteps, or any indication of the
whereabouts of the two aliens shooting at her. The insanity of the
situation kept trying to take up real estate in her mind, but she
pushed it away. That wouldn’t help her right now. She’d process the
experience once she survived this ordeal.

Ella heard something. Alien chatter. It was
subtle, barely noticeable, but she’d heard it. The two aliens were
close to the operating table. She looked down the sight of her gun.
She settled her mind. She’d only have one chance…

The Grey Aliens appeared suddenly, flanking
the table and shooting into the space where they thought she was
hiding. Ella shot the closest alien through the head, and the other
square in the chest. The alien closest to her fell to the ground
like a sack of potatoes. The other Grey was recovering and reaching
for its raygun.

Ella scrambled out of her crawlspace through
the far side, just as the alien fired plasma through the gap. She
felt the heat from the bursts, nearly burning her legs as she
pulled them out of the crawl space, causing her to cry out in shock
and fear.

No bullets left, she thought, scanning
her surroundings for anything she might be able to use to kill the
last alien. The walls were bare, devoid of any objects. All she had
was the equipment to her back, and an empty gun. The alien she shot
through the chest continued to fire energy bursts through the gap.
Ella knew the Grey was directly behind her. She pressed her back
against the tall stack of medical equipment. It was unsecured, and
heavy.

Ella placed her feet on the wall and pressed
backward against the equipment with all her strength. She felt the
stack rock toward the alien. The Grey must have realized what she
was doing, because Ella heard and felt energy blasts hitting the
opposite side of the equipment. The metal to her back became
uncomfortably hot. Ella let the stack rock back toward her, and
then, using its momentum, she gave one last push with all the
strength she had left in her legs.

Timber! she thought.

The heavy medical equipment passed its
tipping point and toppled slowly toward the Grey. Ella heard the
creature cry out before the heavily cased computers and medical
instruments tumbled on top of it. She swore she heard a wet popping
sound, like a watermelon being hit with a sledgehammer.

Ella laid back against the fallen equipment,
her breathing ragged and sweat running down her face, making her
hair clump into damp tendrils.

A long, deep sigh of relief escaped Ella’s
lips, but she could not rest completely, not until all six of these
things were dead. Slowly, carefully, she crept around the pile of
equipment strewn across the floor. She found the Grey she’d shot
through the head and wrestled the raygun from its hand. It was a
sleek, shiny red device with chrome-silver rings around the barrel.
After holstering her own gun, Ella pointed the raygun at a blank
spot on the wall and pulled the trigger.

The feeling was amazing. A bright flash of
red energy hit the wall. There was no kick; just the heat of the
loud, crackling ray.

“Whoa…”

The two aliens that had tried to storm her
lay dead on the floor, one shot through the head and the other
under what looked to be a large cabinet, its skull crushed by the
weight of the machinery. She noticed two of the four aliens she’d
shot in the legs were lying motionless near the operating
table.

Four down, she thought.

The last two were still moaning on the ground
out in the dark room. Ella got to her feet cautiously, finding the
two surviving aliens lying in pools of violet blood. Two quick
bursts finished them off. She watched in horror and fascination as
their bodies shriveled, blackened and twisted from the heat of the
ray.

That could have been me, she thought sickly.
Ella took a few steps toward the four she’d marked as dead and shot
them with the raygun too, just to make sure there were no more
surprises.

The room was virtually silent. There was no
sound but the beeping of medical equipment and the subtle hum of an
engine somewhere in the ship. It was extremely dark. The surgical
lamp attached to the fallen equipment had broken in the fall. The
only light in the room came from illuminated buttons and a backlit
display on one of the machines. Ella searched the walls for some
kind of light switch. As if reading her mind, the room lights came
up.

“Good work,” a loud, clear, feminine voice
said, seeming to come from everywhere at once.

“Uh, hello?” Ella answered, searching for the
source. “Who is this?”

“My name is NEURA,” the voice said. “The
ship’s artificial intelligence. I’d like to personally thank you
for dealing with our guests. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve
seen in this room…”

“Where am I?” Ella spun around, looking for
an exit. The walls were completely smooth in every direction.

“Oh, yes, of course! You are standing in the
medical bay of the Eonic Raptor. Welcome! Let me introduce you to
the captain. Please follow the yellow squares on the floor.”

At that moment, a series of yellow squares
lit their way to a wall, where a subtle depression appeared
outlining the frame of a door. Ella — not knowing what else she
should do — took her first tentative steps along that
yellow-squared road.

 CHAPTER FOUR

Captain Noowt

The bridge of the Eonic Raptor was hectic at
the moment, and Noowt, the ship’s captain, was busy at the helm. As
the spacecraft left Earth’s orbit, it (Noowt’s preferred pronoun)
found itself negotiating a path through an incoming fleet of
Patronis Redevelopment cruisers. The ships, vast tan-colored
monoliths filled with all manner of consumer goods, were so large
that their atmospheric stabilizers jutted three miles from their
hulls. The gigantic vessels had their own gravity wells; weak, but
enough to set the Raptor off course. The thrusters of the Patronis
cruisers could turn Noowt’s relatively small ship to ash if it
found itself in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Behind Noowt, Squatch sat lazily in the
defunct captain’s chair, playing with the dead buttons on the arm
rest. It was the only chair on the bridge wide enough for Squatch
to sit comfortably. It was also a great spot from which to bug
Noowt with an endless barrage of questions. Noowt was a
one-organism crew, and hadn’t wanted to bother with gestures as
grand as a captain’s chair. The helm was where the action was,
after all. With Squatch breathing down its neck, Noowt was
regretting the decision not to remove the chair completely.

At the rear of the bridge was a small recess
where Sinoe and Laope lounged in sofas and chairs. The two laid
anxiously amongst the smattering of furniture, worried about their
current situation and their new friend, Ella. The recess, which
normally functioned as the crew lounge, was being used as a prison
cell, locking the Seirenes inside with a Patronis
Invis-o-Shield.

This shield had the added benefit of being
nearly soundproof. Noowt was immune to the song of the Seirenes as
a formless, genderless amoebic entity, but even then, it didn’t
want to be distracted by crying or pleading. It hated that. Noowt
preferred to think of the unplanned payday it had coming. It knew
it had struck gold when it received Squatch’s ridiculous Uner
message:

"HEY, UH, WHEN YOU GET HERE, JUST TAKE THE
WHOLE HOUSE. DON’T WORRY, THERE’S NO GRUMSCUDDERS HIDING INSIDE.
OUR VOICES ARE SO BEAUTIFUL, THEY’LL GIVE YOU A WOODY. YOU DON’T
WANNA MISS THAT, RIGHT?"

Noowt knew exactly what that meant… it had
found the Seirenes. It had seen the contract making the rounds but
hadn’t bothered pursuing it. The Sisters were offering 800,000
CREDITS if the women were delivered voices intact, and that kind of
money would attract swarms of bounty hunters far more qualified
than it was. But, lucky the Seirenes had landed in its lap, and all
it took was a canister of sleeping gas to knock them out and stow
them away for the trip to Aeron. Plus, it had snagged a human for
its other Uner clients, the anal-obsessed Grey Aliens who’d
chartered its flying saucer for a “scientific expedition” to Earth.
Noowt wasn’t sure it’d call what they did science, but who was it
to judge? “A CREDIT is a CREDIT.” That’s what Philoman Patronis
always said.

Noowt wasn’t thinking about all this
wonderful business opportunity at present. It was too busy
navigating its ship through the fleet of Patronis cruisers.

“The Eonic Raptor?” Squatch said, reclining
in the former captain’s chair. “That’s what y’call this ship?”

Noowt was slow to answer, wishing it had
thrown the Grumscudder into the cell with the Seirenes.

“Yes,” Noowt said, negotiating its way around
the hull of a Patronis box ship the size of a small nation. More
specifically, it thought the word “yes” into the neural transmitter
on its suit. Noowt — naturally shapeless and formless — was given a
humanoid body by a specially-designed containment suit. With it,
Noowt appeared to have arms and legs, hands and feet. The face was
its favorite feature; an impressive three-dimensional holographic
projection that it could change at will. The real Noowt, the
creature inside the suit — completely hidden from view — looked
something like a Jell-O-mold stuffed with brain matter and
eyeballs.

“Isn’t the Eonic Raptor an obvious reference
to the Millennium Falcon?” Squatch continued.

Noowt pretended not to hear Squatch… it
pretended to be engaged in a particularly difficult maneuver.

“It is!” Squatch said through a grin.
Grumscudd men loved to tease out embarrassing facts about people,
and then grind them in hard. “You’ve got a span o’time, and a bird
o’prey. Millennium Falcon. Eonic Raptor.”

Noowt was silent for a moment as it flew the
Raptor through the “O” on a gigantic Patronis logo.

“Huh,” it said dismissively. “What a
coincidence…”

“Sure.” Squatch leaned back in his chair, his
satisfied grin as big as his hairy cheeks would allow. “I believe
you.”

Noowt paused, longer this time. The bridge
was dead silent.

“No one’s ever said anything about it,” Noowt
said suddenly.

“Oh, they did,” Squatch said. “Behind yer
back.”

Though Noowt, as an anaerobic organism, had
no reason to do so, it managed a groan.

“Ok, ok,” it said. “I’m trying to run a
business here. I thought it would help my brand, you know. Everyone
loves Star Wars…”

“Knew it!”

“Just…” Noowt pleaded, “just don’t tell
anyone. I have a good Uner rating, and- ”

Squatch leaned forward in his chair, speaking
right into the microphone on Noowt’s suit.

“Don’t worry. I don’t have to,” he said.

Wait for it, Squatch thought to himself.

“They already know.”

Bam!

Noowt exploded.

“You lied your way onto this ship! You’re
annoying me! Are you sure you even have enough CREDITS to pay for
this trip?”

“Whoa,” Squatch responded apologetically. “I
still think it’s cool. Th’Eonic Raptor. Kicks ass, bruh.”

“I don’t have a gender.”

Squatch paused.

“Well, then it just kicks ass. Period.”

“You didn’t answer my question…”

“CREDITS?” Squatch said. “Oh, yeah, Totally.
I have a job and everythin’. I’m a… licensed contractor.”

“How much do you have?”

“Haven’t really looked lately, but…”

Noowt eyed the ugly, fur-covered being
suspiciously.

“What?” Squatch asked.

“I don’t believe you,” Noowt said. “Never met
a Grumscudd man with a job…”

“Hey, that’s discrimina — ” Squatch
started.

“YOU!” Noowt interrupted. “You have a job
now. You work for me, or you go out the airlock.”

“Ok boss,” Squatch said.

“After we drop the Seirenes off on Aeron,
you’ll get off at the next planet we land on. I’ll give you a
little money and send you on your way. Until then, you do what I
say when I say. Did you get that?”

“Jeez. Some space pirate you are…”

“I’m not a space pirate,” Noowt said,
annoyed. “I never claimed to be a space pirate.”

“You can’t just pay me under th’table?”

“I want the Patronis Reward Points.”

Squatch spun in his chair, whispering “sell
out” under his breath as the chair swung around.

“What did you say?” Noowt yelled,
irritated.

“Nothin’,” Squatch answered, spinning again.
This time around, he glimpsed a woman sneaking down the hallway
toward the bridge. She was covered in purple goo and carried a
shiny raygun in her hands. She looked really angry, but that fact
was — of course — completely lost on him.

“Oh, hey Ella!” he shouted, waving.

* * *

The glowing yellow squares on the floor led
Ella through a doorway and out into a dark narrow corridor. As she
stepped through the door, dim lights blinked on above her, and a
series of yellow squares lit the way forward. She hoped this NEURA
thing wasn’t leading her into some kind of trap, but what other
choice did she have? Remaining in the medical bay with the corpses
of the Grey Aliens until she starved to death?

“Is the captain one of those… those gray
people?” Ella said, taking cautious steps down the dim
passageway.

NEURA laughed.

“Heavens no!” she said as the laughs wound
down. “No, the Greys are, or rather, were, Uner customers. They
charter the ship for these probing getaways to Earth. It’s easy
money, but I keep telling the captain we’re better than that.
Still, we operate in a gig economy, so…”

Ella continued to step carefully down the
hallway, raygun raised. Up ahead, she noticed the corridor ended in
a large room. The air smelled somewhat stale, and the hum of
engines could be heard under her near-silent footfalls.

“Disgusting,” she said.

“I couldn’t agree more,” NEURA said. “No one
in the Universe really understands why the Greys are so obsessed
with the human turd slicer.”

Ella could see more of the large room ahead
now. It appeared to be some kind of hangar, or loading dock.

“Most of us, out here in space,” NEURA
continued, “strive to foster abduction-diversity and promote
probe-positive values. That said, many wonder privately if the
Greys take their kink too far.”

The corridor opened into the cargo bay, and
Ella saw her trailer at the far end, near the large bay doors. With
no supports, it sat on flat tires, and leaned lazily against the
hitch. Ella wondered if Yin and Yang were inside, or if they’d
managed to escape into the woods before the home was lifted off the
ground. Yellow squares led through the cargo bay, and into a recess
in the far wall. As Ella approached the recess, she saw that the
floor of the square-shaped alcove was glowing yellow.

“Step onto the yellow square,” NEURA
said.

“Where does this go?” Ella asked, taking a
cautious step into the alcove.

“To the bridge,” NEURA answered. “I’d like
you to meet Captain Noowt. Steady yourself. We’re going up.”

“Is the captain friendly?” Ella asked as the
platform began to rise. Soon, she had smooth metallic walls on all
four sides, and panicked for a moment, thinking NEURA had led her
into a prison cell. Looking up, she was relieved to see the
platform was slowly approaching an opening above.

“That would not be the best word to describe
the captain,” NEURA said. “I would use the words ‘financially
motivated’.”

When the platform reached the opening, Ella
stepped out into a dark hallway. She could see light and hear
voices at one end, mumbling at first, but growing in clarity as she
crept in that direction. One of them belonged to the hairy thing
that broke her door in earlier. The unmistakable stench of the
creature confirmed it. That monster, Ella thought.

Then she saw the big, ugly thing spinning in
a chair in the middle of the room ahead. He was sitting behind
another being, who looked to be a human in some kind of space
suit.

Ella raised the raygun, covering both of
them. She walked quickly out of the hallway. Squatch saw her first
and gave her a little wave.

“Oh, hey Ella!” he said, like they were old
friends. She almost shot him right there and then.

“Cállate!” Ella yelled. “Put your hands
up!”

Squatch’s hands shot straight into the
air.

“Sorry,” he said.

The being in the metal suit paid no attention
to her. It seemed to be piloting the ship through what looked like
a fleet of Costco wholesale centers in space.

“Hey! You!” Ella yelled, aiming her raygun at
the person’s back. “Are you the captain?”

“I am,” Noowt said without looking back.
“What can I do for you?”

“I want you to turn this thing around… take
me back.”

“No.”

“What did you say?” Ella said menacingly,
aiming the raygun at Noowt and taking a few steps toward it.

“Your planet’s about to be redeveloped by
Patronis. If I took you back, you’d be forced to resettle in a few
days anyway,” Noowt said calmly. “So the answer is ‘no’.”

Ella began to feel a sense of panic. If the
captain refused to take her back to Earth, what could she do? If
she killed the captain, she couldn’t fly the ship home. And what
did it mean “redeveloped”?

“Squatch,” Noowt continued. “Your first
assignment is to take the Earth woman down to the cargo bay. We’ll
eject her and her domicile into space…”

“But, uh, she has a raygun,” Squatch said
cautiously.

“I know,” Noowt said. “Rayguns are
automatically disabled on the bridge.”

Ella really began to panic. Was Noowt right?
If so, what could she do?

“Squatch, do as I ask, and take her down to
the cargo bay. Now.”

Squatch rose from his chair reluctantly and
took a few cautious steps toward Ella.

“I guess,” he said to Ella in an apologetic
tone. “I think we have t’ go down t’the cargo bay and…”

Ella aimed the raygun at Squatch and pulled
the trigger. Nothing happened. Noowt was right. Having seen the gun
fail, Squatch grew a little bolder, but still oddly reluctant.

“So, how do ya want t’do this?” he said. “You
follow me? I take your hand? What?”

As Squatch drew closer, Ella jumped up and
hit him across the face with the raygun, then kicked him hard in
the testicles. Squatch doubled over and stumbled backward, falling
into his chair.

“Boss,” he said to Noowt. “Sorry, She’s too
tough for me.”

“Oh, for Maker’s sake,” Noowt yelled,
frustrated. “NEURA, can you take over for a minute?”

“Yes, Captain,” NEURA answered.

“Watch carefully Squatch. This is how you do
it…”

Noowt lunged at Ella quickly, faster than any
human had come at her before. Ella didn’t know where to hit Noowt.
She tried kicking Noowt in the chest, but it caught her foot in its
hands, and twisted her leg, throwing her to the floor.

As Noowt grew closer still, Ella spun up from
the floor, hitting it in the side with the raygun. The sound was
like metal hitting metal, and it didn’t faze Noowt in the
slightest. Its hand grabbed Ella’s arm, feeling like a clamp.
Without delay, Noowt began walking down the hallway, dragging Ella
behind it.

She continued to fight, trying to pull the
metal hand off her arm, or to push away from Noowt with her legs.
Nothing worked. As she slid out of the room, she caught sight of
the Seirenes in the lounge. They were watching her with frightened
expressions, their hands beating against a shimmering barrier. It
looked like Sinoe was speaking — or even screaming — but Ella could
not hear her voice.

Noowt pulled Ella into the hallway, and she
lost sight of the women. She was being dragged to her death, and
there was nothing she could do about it.

“Captain,” NEURA said, “you might reconsider
your decision to kill the Earth woman. She is talented.”

“In what way?” Noowt responded. It stopped,
tapped the wall, and the lift Ella had ridden to the bridge glowed
yellow.

“She’s very resourceful. This woman is the
first human to escape from the Grey Aliens. There is not one
survivor in the medical bay…”

Noowt dragged Ella kicking and fighting into
the recess.

“So you’re telling me she killed six paying
customers?” it said, the square beneath them beginning to descend
slowly.

“We have their PatroPay accounts on file.
We’ll still get paid,” NEURA said. “And you have to admit it’s
pretty impressive. You’ve been looking for a new crew member. She’d
be a lot better than the Grumscudder…”

Noowt was silent for a time, seeming to
consider. As the lift descended, the cargo bay came into view.
Ella’s trailer sat in the same spot where she’d passed it
earlier.

Confronted with the reality of dying in the
next few minutes, Ella struggled more intensely against Noowt’s
mechanical grasp.

“No,” it said to NEURA. “She knows nothing
about living and working in space. She looks wild. I don’t think I
can trust her.”

“The Seirenes told me she helped them escape
Elstrad,” NEURA offered.

“The bounty hunter?” Noowt said,
impressed.

“Yes,” NEURA answered.

Once again, Noowt stopped, thinking. As Ella
struggled, she thought she saw three eye-like structures peer at
her through a smoked-glass window in Noowt’s suit, but only for a
moment.

“No,” it said, and continued walking toward
her trailer. “No, that proves my point, doesn’t it? She’s wild and
unpredictable. Even an amateur can land a blow once in a while. I
don’t want to be on the receiving end of that. I need loyalty.”

Noowt dragged Ella to the front door of the
trailer and pushed her inside.

“Ok,” it said, backing into a seat on a
nearby platform and pulling a restraint around its waist. “NEURA,
open the cargo doors on my mark.”

“Yes, Captain,” NEURA said. “Though, before
we dispose of the human woman, I feel you need to hear
something…”

“Hear what?”

“The dark-haired Seirene,” NEURA said. “She
just told me she knows how to find the Diachron. She said she’ll
lead you to it if you let Ella live…”

 CHAPTER FIVE

Downtime

What can I say about faster than light
travel that hasn’t already been said? It works, and that’s about
all we know. It’s also destroying the fabric of reality, and though
we’re well aware of that, we don’t really like to talk about
it.

Faster than light travel (RTL, if you’re a
nerd who likes watching people roll their eyes at you) was invented
by an overworked, underpaid genius in the basement of the Patronis
Advanced Propulsion (PAP, if you like making people giggle)
laboratory. This genius was rewarded for his achievement with a
fifty CREDIT gift card to the Patronis Buffet and an afternoon off
work to use it. This is considered a great honor among scientists
working for the Patronis Corporation, who usually subsist on a diet
of sugar, fat and salt from the Patronis vending machines.

What we really understand about faster than
light travel ends there. We know it has something to do with
warping space in our Universe with negative energy gathered from a
parallel Universe, and that this warp allows us to travel much,
much faster than the speed of light. Like, WAY faster. The fact
that these trips leave a trail of wrinkled space behind —
permanently altering the integrity of our reality — is often met
with blank stares and uncomfortable silence. The theory that we may
be destroying a parallel Universe with every trip is completely
lost on us. Well, everyone but the Waerdians, who’d prefer we go
back to living peacefully and contented on our home worlds without
the benefit of modern amenities like soap, running water, and
Patronis cheese crisps.

No, most beings in the Universe might
appreciate the Waerdian’s sentiment. They might even donate a
CREDIT or two to StarPeace when taken off guard and made to feel
guilty. That said, when their tummies are aching for a churro from
the Mellazian System in the middle of the night, and all that
stands in the way is a little space jump, the integrity of the
space-time continuum is the last thing on their minds.

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

“The Diachron?” Noowt asked, seconds from
giving the order to open the airlock.

“Yes,” NEURA confirmed.

“The legendary particle that sparked the
Great Explosion?”

“Yep.”

Noowt sat and thought for a moment, strapped
to the platform in the cargo bay. “All I have to do is keep this
Earth woman alive?” it said suddenly.

“Uh-huh.”

“Why should I believe any of this?”

“They each have a key covered in Maker’s
Marks. I ran a simple carbon dating test on the artifacts. They’re
over ten million cycles old. They seem to have a legitimate
claim...”

“Maker’s Marks…,” Noowt mumbled to itself. It
had heard of this kind of ancient tech sitting in museums but had
never seen these objects with its own eyes. Those keys alone would
bring a fortune, but the Diachron itself? It was one of the most
sought-after antiquities in the known Universe…

While Noowt sat pondering, Ella appeared in
the open door of the trailer and leveled her gun at Noowt’s head.
She fired.

BLAM! BLAM!

Ella had spent the last few seconds reloading
her gun from her ammunition stock in a last-ditch effort to avoid
being ejected into space. The first shot hit Noowt square in the
dome covering its facial projection, deflecting off the transparent
steel and causing its body to rock backward. The second round hit
Noowt in the shoulder, spinning its upper body to the left
momentarily.

Ella was walking quickly toward Noowt now,
firing round after round.

BLAM! BLAM!

The third and fourth bullets hit Noowt in the
chest plate, ricocheting into the crates strapped down along the
wall’s edge. From the first bullet, Noowt was reaching for its
release button. By the fourth round, it had succeeded, and a flap
opened in the lower abdomen of the suit.

To Ella’s eyes, a snot-like substance seemed
to pour out of the suit and race toward her, moving very quickly.
She squeezed off a round (BLAM!) in its direction, but it split in
half avoiding the trajectory of the bullet. In the blink of an eye,
it had wrapped itself around her arm and pried the gun from her
hand. The creature felt warm and wet to the touch, like a vat of
slime left in a hot car.

“Wha?” Ella stammered, stupefied, watching
the creature flip and dart back to Noowt’s suit, placing the Colt
in its robotic hand and pulling itself inside.

Noowt seemed to come back to life.

“Impressive,” it said, lifting the gun to get
a better look. “Beautiful weapon.”

Ella didn’t know how to respond to that. Just
minutes ago, this thing was threatening to throw her out the
airlock. Now it was making small talk.

“You’re good with it,” Noowt continued, still
turning it over in its hands.

“Was that you?” Ella asked. “That stuff in
the suit?”

“Yes,” Noowt said, unstrapping itself, and
standing upright. “But I wouldn’t use the word ‘stuff’ to describe
myself. I might use ‘sapient dynamic invertebrate’… something like
that. I wear the suit because it makes humanoids feel more
comfortable.”

The two of them stood looking at one another
for a time, sizing each other up. Ella’s breathing calmed.

Noowt spoke first.

“I’ll keep this for now,” it said, nodding
toward the gun. “The Seirenes might have something I want…
Something they’re willing to trade for your life.”

Ella felt a sudden sense of relief, like a
knot loosening in her chest.

They’d do that for me?

“I can see that you’re resourceful. NEURA
sees something in you,” Noowt continued. “You can stay close to me
on the bridge for now, as long as you stop trying to kill me.
Deal?”

Ella, astonished by this sudden turn of
events, spoke quickly.

“Deal.”

A yellow square appeared in the recess at the
edge of the cargo bay. Noowt walked across the room and stepped
onto it, turning to face her.

“Coming?” it asked.

“Yeah, but… mind if I grab a change of
clothes out of my trailer first?” Ella asked. “I’m covered in this
purple gunk…”

* * *

Ella took a couple minutes in her Airstream
to change clothes and scrub the alien blood off her skin. It was
her trailer, with all of her belongings, but somehow it had an
entirely different feel. Inside, the floor slanted at an angle. It
looked tiny in the large cargo bay, and the artificial light coming
in through the windows was all wrong.

After she was done changing clothes, Ella did
a quick search for Yin and Yang. The last time she’d seen them was
when they’d retreated to her bedroom just before Squatch had burst
through the front door. The cats were nowhere to be seen, and Ella
wondered if they’d made an escape into the woods before the trailer
was lifted off the ground. Wherever they were, she hoped they were
okay.

When she was done, Ella didn’t know what else
to do but follow Noowt to the bridge. She could smell Squatch and
hear him snoring long before they found him napping in the same
chair they’d left him in. Ella approached the Seirenes, still
trapped in the crew’s lounge. They gave her warm smiles. Sinoe
placed her hand on the shield, sending ripples of blue light
emanating outward.

“Thank you,” Ella said. She didn’t know if
they could hear her, but she thought they understood. Though they’d
just met at the most a day or so ago, the Seirenes were the only
string connecting Ella to her life on Earth.

“Ella,” Noowt said, “get over here where I
can keep an eye on you.”

She peeled herself away from the women,
holding eye contact with them as long as she could before turning
to Noowt at the helm.

“Squatch,” Noowt continued, “I could sense
your odor from the cargo bay. Please use the grooming facilities to
clean up.”

“But, Cap,” Squatch said. “I’ve been curating
all this for a long time. I can’t just…”

“NEURA, show him the way, would you?”

“Yes Captain,” NEURA answered. “Follow the
yellow squares Mr. Squatch…”

“Uh… okay then,” Squatch said. The large
creature stood up, and lumbered off the bridge, looking
defeated.

“Ella,” Noowt continued, “I’ve got a seat
right here.” It patted the co-pilot’s chair next to it.

“Ok,” Ella said, taking a seat. She watched
as Noowt worked the controls. Through the cockpit portholes, Ella
could see hundreds of those boxy ships she’d noticed earlier.

“What are those?” she asked.

“This is the outer edge of the Patronis
Redevelopment fleet. We’re almost through,” Noowt answered. “Over
the next month or so, they’ll take possession of Earth, and
redevelop your planet to meet their needs.”

Ella felt a pang of fear. “But how can they
do that? It doesn’t belong to them!”

“Your world was auctioned to developers at
the Intergalactic Trade Center on Patronis,” Noowt said. “According
to corporate policy, your people had every opportunity to bid, and
simply lost...”

“What’s going to happen to us?”

“They’ll move your people to an undesirable
planet. Most of them will die trying to adjust. Same old
story…”

“This has happened before?”

“Many times. It happened to my home world
before I was spawned.”

“I’m sorry,” Ella offered.

“Me too,” Noowt said. “I’m sorry for your
people. Tough break.”

A silence passed between them as Noowt
finished navigating the Eonic Raptor through the remaining ships at
the edge of the Patronis fleet. When they cleared the last cruiser,
there was nothing ahead of them but open space.

“Would you like to say goodbye?” Noowt
asked.

Ella wasn’t sure what it meant, exactly.

“Sure…” she answered.

Noowt pulled left on the control stick, and
the ship rotated 180 degrees.

There it was. Planet Earth. Ella had seen
photos of Earth in books and movies, but they didn’t capture the
reality of her home world. Gazing down on it through the porthole
of the Raptor took her breath away. The planet, blue and brown and
green, streaked with white clouds, sprawled majestically beneath
them. She could see the moon, small from their vantage point, but
still larger than it appeared from the ground. Orbiting the planet
on one side was the vast Patronis fleet, looking less and less
ominous as they moved further into space.

Soon, Earth appeared small as well. Every
person she’d ever known was there, everyone she loved. Her friends,
her estranged family… everyone. Every place she’d ever been was
there. Everything that had ever happened to her happened there, on
that hunk of rock hurtling through space…

“Goodbye,” she said.

“Where are we going?” Noowt asked NUERA.

“The Seirenes say there’s someone on Arboran
that knows how to use the keys.”

“Hmmm, probably a scholar, or a high-end
antiques expert,” Noowt said. “This should be interesting. NEURA,
take us there.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Ella watched the Earth recede to a mere speck
in the distance, difficult to distinguish from the star fields
behind it. Then, Ella felt an unpleasant rippling sensation course
through her body, and the Earth disappeared instantly.

* * *

The Raptor was in warped space. The ship’s
robots were busy cleaning, focusing on the mess Ella had left in
the medical bay. For a day or so, there would be very little for
the ship’s occupants to do but wait.

Squatch had returned from grooming completely
shaven and wearing a white robe. Interestingly, the creature looked
more disgusting without hair than he did with it.

“You’re completely covered in vermin,” NEURA
informed him when he’d stepped out of the grooming station. “We’re
going to have to radiate you.”

“Oh, yeah, look at that,” Squatch said,
glancing down at his body. “I got some ticks and chiggers and stuff
on me, don’t I?”

Noowt released the Seirenes, deciding that
they posed no tangible threat to the ship’s occupants, short of
mesmerizing Ella or giving Squatch unwanted erections. The pair of
women ran to Ella, embracing her.

“We are so happy you are safe. We were so
worried.”

The sight of the reunion wasn’t lost on
Squatch.

“I’d like a little o’ that,” he said,
spreading his arms wide as he attempted to join them.

“Touch us, and I’ll kill you,” Ella said,
giving him one of her notorious glares.

“Ok! Ok!” Squatch said, backing away. “That’s
hot though…”

The five of them eventually found their way
to the ship’s lounge, where the Seirenes had been imprisoned. It
was a group of chairs and couches centered around a low table near
the ship’s galley. Noowt invited its new guests to create food with
the ship’s molecular printer. Ella struggled with the concept.

“Print?”

“Yes,” Noowt answered. “You can print
whatever you’d like to eat, as long as the recipe is in the ship’s
database. We have all the elements needed…”

“Whatever I want?” Ella asked.

“Yes,” NEURA said. “Just let me know what
you’d like, and it will be created.”

Skeptical, Ella’s mind raced with
possibilities. She’d endured one crisis after another and hadn’t
taken time to notice how hungry she was. She thought back to her
childhood, when she used to wake up to the sound of frying
tortillas on Saturday mornings.

“How about… chilequiles?”

“With eggs?”

“Yes, scrambled,” Ella said, her mouth
beginning to water in anticipation.

“You can find your order in the galley’s
printer in two minutes,” NEURA said.

The others ordered next. Sinoe asked for
E‘eannach’ for her and Laope, which looked to Ella like a kind of
salad with bright berries and grains she didn’t recognize. Squatch
ordered a two-foot-long Grumdog, a delicacy on Grumscudd.

“Nice!” Squatch exclaimed when he’d pulled
the Grumdog out of the printer. “I haven’t had one o’ these in
ages…”

When Ella and Noowt saw and smelled what
Squatch was so excited about, they made him eat it in the galley.
To Ella, it looked like a tube of meat filled with wriggling white
larvae, covered in a sauce that smelled like sweat.

“Your loss,” was all he’d said.

Ella’s meal was perfect. She didn’t know if
it was the hunger or what, but she’d never tasted anything so good
in her life. The eggs were fluffy and perfectly seasoned. The
tortilla pieces were alternately crispy and soft, and the red salsa
bright and spicy.

“Do we have any water?” Ella asked as she
finished her meal.

“Yes,” NEURA said. “We have hydrogen and
oxygen on board, so we can print water. The ship has a tank of
water on hand, but there’s something wrong with the system. I
haven’t been able to diagnose it yet.”

“What are those doing here?” Noowt asked,
pointing toward the bridge.

Ella, the Seirenes and Squatch turned their
heads in that direction. Padding through the bridge were two cats,
one white and one black.

“Yin! Yang!” Ella exclaimed. The cats ran to
her, jumping into her lounge chair and climbing into Ella’s lap.
“You two! I thought we left you down there!”

The two cats touched their little wet noses
against her face, and gifted her with the occasional sandpapery
lick.

“They look so happy to see you,” Sinoe said,
smiling.

“And I’m so happy to see them!” Ella said,
letting them settle into her lap in a warm cuddle.

“Are they aggressive?” Noowt asked.

Ella smiled. “No, they’re very gentle.”

“They look delicious,” Squatch said,
returning from the galley. Amazingly, his hair had already started
to grow back.

Ella glared at him.

“Just sayin’,” Squatch said, taking a
seat.

“What is that sound they are making?” Sinoe
asked.

“They’re purring,” Ella said.

“I like it,” Sinoe said enthusiastically.
“How did you acquire them?”

“They acquired me,” Ella said, stroking the
fur on Yang’s back. Yin pressed her head into Ella’s palm, stealing
it away. “They just showed up at my house one night, and never
left. I always tell people that they rescued me.”

Sinoe and Laope seemed keenly interested in
this statement, and their posture told Ella they wanted to know
more. Before Sinoe could ask, the conversation was diverted by
Noowt.

“So, Seirenes,” it said, all business. “What
do we do when we get to Arboran? Who are we looking for?”

“Waerdians,” Sinoe began. “We will find them
under the Great Tree…”

“Wait!” Noowt yelled suddenly, getting to his
feet. “We’re crossing the Universe to talk to a bunch of
Waerdians?”

“Yes,” Sinoe said plainly. “A man named
Rivermoon is their leader. He is a Master Waerdian. He and his
people will help us…”

“How do you know these people?” Noowt yelled,
growing more agitated with every word.

“We do not know the Waerdians,” Sinoe said.
“While we were imprisoned, we charged our wrist displays, and
discovered them.” The woman held her wrist display up for everyone
to see. On it, a headline read, “Waerdian Camp Persists Under Great
Tree. HOA Growing Impatient.”

“A Waerdian camp?” Noowt groaned.

“They will use the Mindsong to help us find a
place called Gran Edonn, the location of the last Hailing Temple,”
Sinoe said.

“The Mindsong?” Noowt practically screamed.
“I can’t believe this. I really can’t!”

“Hailing Temples…” Squatch said. “Buncha
bullshit…”

“They are not bullshit,” Sinoe said. “We had
one on Delphine. It was dismantled by Patronis for profit when they
colonized our planet. We saw it with our own eyes, when we were
children.”

Laope held her Hailing Key up for the group
to see.

“These crystals around our necks,” Sinoe
said. “They are the key to activating the Temples, to finding the
Diachron.”

Noowt sighed, an empty expression for an
amoebic creature, but one it had become accustomed to using.

“We go to Arboran,” Noowt said. “We look into
these Waerdians. If your story doesn’t check out, I turn you over
to the Sisters and collect the bounty.”

For a moment, the five of them sat in
silence, contemplating that outcome. Sinoe spoke first.

“We find these terms agreeable,” she
said.

“Now,” Noowt said in a changing-the-subject
tone. “I need quiet. Philoman Patronis will be on in a few
moments.”

“Oh man,” Squatch said, “I hate that
guy…”

“Why?” Noowt retorted, irritated. “The man is
a business genius!”

“He’s a tool,” Squatch said. “The guy gets
under m’skin with all his bullshit about personal responsibility
and self-determination and stuff…”

“I agree with him,” Noowt said proudly.
“People that aren’t willing to pull their own weight in this
Universe drag the rest of us down.”

“An’ I hate the way him and his corporation
treat women,” Squatch continued, talking over Noowt. “They don’t
hire em’. They don’t let em’ lead. They just keep em’ at home, all
locked up like they was nothin’ but property…”

Noowt paused, thinking about what Squatch
said.

“Well, I don’t know about all that,” it said
finally. “All I know is the guy is a business wizard.”

“He’s a bigot,” Squatch said.

“Enough!” Noowt yelled, exploding. “He’s
almost on. I want complete silence!”

One wall of the lounge lit up suddenly,
becoming a large display. Ella saw that it was an Earth commercial…
an RV dealership in a town called Dubuque. She’d never heard of it,
but it was extremely comforting to see a human being from Earth on
the screen. She wondered how this man was dealing with
forced-resettlement? Did he and his family take one of these RVs
and run for the hills? Would they fight? How was Willy handling it,
for that matter? Or her parents and brothers? It was hard to
imagine what it must be like back home. Everything felt so
surreal…

The commercial was suddenly interrupted by an
announcement. “Stay tuned for an important Bleet from Philoman
Patronis, Founder of the Patronis Corporation,” a man’s voice
said.

“This is your show?” Ella said.

“Yes,” Noowt answered. “Philoman bleets at
this time every day! Sshhh!”

“No, this sucks, Cap,” Squatch said. “We
should watch In Search of Bigfoot. It’s about me…”

“Isn’t that an Earth show?” Ella asked.

“Earth shows are the best,” he said. “Humans
are entertainin’ as hell.”

“My favorite movie is Titanic,” Sinoe said.
“I think Celine Dion is half-Seirene…”

“Harry and the Hendersons,” Squatch broke in.
“The endin’ makes me cry every time.”

“Laope loves The Sound of Music,” Sinoe
added. Laope nodded enthusiastically.

“Enough!” Noowt yelled. “Please, everyone, be
quiet.”

A man in a navy-blue suit faced the camera,
his brow furrowed into a tough, no-nonsense scowl. His full head of
salt and pepper hair was parted on the side, and swept across his
temples like a helmet.

“Hello Patronis consumers,” Philoman Patronis
began. “In this, the free market of the Patronis family of planets,
you can bet on one thing; Patronis can fill some needs all of the
time and all needs some of the time, but will NEVER FILL ALL NEEDS
ALL OF THE TIME…”

Ella got up and walked to the galley. It only
took her a few seconds to realize she couldn’t handle this Philoman
guy. Unfortunately, his raspy voice was inescapable.

“You know what that adds up to, right?”
Philoman continued on the video screen. “Niche markets. Those
entitled layabouts in the Intergalactic Fempire would have you
believe that the Patronis Corporation has grown so big that there’s
nothing left to exploit. WRONG!”

Ella returned with a tray of printed water
for everyone, along with a couple bowls of water and food for her
cats. She plopped back into the sofa, and Yin and Yang crawled into
her lap, settling in. Everyone seemed to be bored with Philoman’s
message but Noowt, who was glued to the video screen.

“The truth is, some markets are just too
damned small for Patronis to bother with,” Philoman said, “and
that’s where you come in. The Patronis planets are counting on you,
the little guy, the Uner pilot saving CREDITS to buy stock in
Patronis…”

“That’s me!” Noowt yelled.

“The Patronis Fulfillment Center clerk hoping
to monetize his gourmet cupcake channel on YouNiverse. That’s the
way it’s done! That’s the way I did it. If you find your niche, if
you make good decisions, and if you work hard enough, all your
dreams will come true. I’m living proof!”

Behind Philoman, the Patronis Corporate logo
appeared on a gigantic flag, flapping gently in the wind.

“Don’t let severe poverty get you down. Just
keep that axe to the grindstone, and you’ll be just like me some
day.”

With that, the message ended, and the video
screen cut back to the Earth channel they’d been watching earlier,
right in the middle of a prescription drug commercial.

“What did I tell you?” Noowt said, glancing
at all of them. “The man is a genius!”

“He’s a rich asshole,” Squatch muttered.

“He earned everything he has,” Noowt
returned, still swooning. “All it takes is hard work, good
decisions and a will to succeed.”

“And a trust fund,” Squatch added.

After the commercials were over, they found
themselves in the middle of a rerun of The Golden Girls. Squatch
and Noowt seemed to love the show, but Ella wasn’t all that
interested, feeling exhausted. On one side of her, Sinoe sat with
perfect posture, looking flawless and statuesque, her straight
black hair flowing over her shoulders. On her other side, Laope
looked much the same, her fiery red hair seeming to light up the
room like a torch. They had been amazingly kind, had saved her
life. As crazy as this all was, she’d survived this long, and as
far as she was concerned, she was in good company.

Happy 30th birthday to me, she thought
to herself.

Ella allowed herself to relax for the first
time in what felt like weeks, though Willy’s watch told her a
little more than 24 hours had passed since she’d been taken from
Earth. She watched the sitcom half-heartedly, petting Yin and Yang
as they purred in her lap. When she was well past the second
episode of The Golden Girls and halfway through Mama’s Family, she
fell into a deep sleep.

 PART II

“Technically, the Eonic Raptor is nothing
more than a Class D Patronis Small Cargo vessel. Nothing
special…

But the Eonic Raptor is more than that,
isn’t it? Yes. This ship is timeless and unique. It evokes a sense
of danger and excitement. Roaming the storied passages and chambers
of the Raptor, one wonders at the action the ship has seen during
its 22 cycles of service, and gains a sense of eras gone by; when
pirates roamed the galaxies, when outlaws and smugglers and
rayslingers looked death in the eye and said, “Not today, death.
Not today.” Flying in the Eonic Raptor, their ghosts can still be
heard… whispering… softly… calling you to fun and adventure.

Book the Eonic Raptor today for your space
experience! Wedding and honeymoon packages available. Now equipped
with state-of-the-art Patronis 360S Grooming and Laundry
facilities. Children welcome.”

— Uner Profile, “The Eonic Raptor,” Last
edited 0.2 cycles ago

 CHAPTER SIX

Arboran

Ella awoke suddenly, suffering from that same
uncomfortable sensation she’d felt above Earth. It was as if her
body had become a pool of liquid, and concentric ripples had passed
through her. She sat up in a panic.

“What was that?”

Ella had been sleeping in Sinoe’s lap, and
the woman was stroking her hair. Laope was sitting next to her,
petting Yin and Yang.

“The ship just dropped out of warped space,”
Sinoe explained, her voice as magical and calming as ever. Ella let
it wash over her.

The Raptor began to shake, hard. The empty
cups and plates on the table shook and slid. One of the cups fell
on the floor and rolled under the sofa.

“What’s happening now?” Ella asked.

“We do not know,” Sinoe said. “This is not a
normal part of space travel.”

Ella heard yelling coming from the bridge but
couldn’t make out the words.

“NEURA,” she said. “What’s going on with the
ship?”

“We have just entered the atmosphere of
Arboran,” NEURA answered. “The stabilizers are malfunctioning, and
the ship is tumbling out of control. If we cannot resolve the
issue, the ship will collide with the surface of Arboran in about
six and a half minutes.”

Ella stood up from the couches, feeling
groggy and sore, and started to make her way to the bridge.

“I’m going to see if I can help,” Ella said
to the Seirenes. “Can you two keep an eye on the cats?”

“Yes,” Sinoe said. Laope nodded happily.

Ella made her way to the bridge with some
difficulty. The ship’s artificial gravity had a hard time
compensating for the rolling pitch, and the effect was like severe
airplane turbulence. Several times Ella was nearly bucked off her
feet or thrown hard against the hallway wall. As she entered the
bridge, she could hear Noowt more clearly.

“You stupid oaf!” it was yelling. She could
see Noowt at the controls, working furiously while the planet below
spun wildly through the bridge portholes. “You realize you’ve
killed us all. You do understand that, right?”

“Sorry,” Squatch said, looking hurt. “I
didn’t know, uh, that all that hair would — ”

“What’s going on?” Ella interrupted.

Noowt turned to Ella. “Squatch here washed
all his fur down the drain when he shaved himself. We use water to
stabilize the ship, and the whole system is clogged and
malfunctioning.”

“What does that mean?” Ella asked, feeling
frightened.

“It means we’re spinning out of control.
We’re going to crash and die.”

“How do I help?”

“You can’t.”

“Let me try…”

“Fine,” Noowt said dismissively. “NEURA, take
her to the engine room. I’m going to stay here and try to get the
Raptor under control.”

A streak of yellow squares appeared on the
floor, leading Ella to the cargo bay lift.

“NEURA, help me out,” she said, running.
“What’s the problem?”

“The Raptor cycles water around the perimeter
of the ship at high speed. It acts as a kind of gyroscope,
stabilizing the ship,” NEURA answered. “At the moment, those water
lines are clogged with hair. The ship’s filters were overwhelmed by
all the debris.”

As the lift went down, Ella racked her brain.
If the ship had no way to filter the water, she’d have to create
one. And if she could get into the pipes somehow, she might be able
to pull the clog out by hand…

“NEURA,” Ella said, running to her trailer
and jumping through the door. “How do I get into the water
lines?”

“I can give you access,” NEURA answered.

Ella grabbed a wire-mesh pasta strainer out
of her kitchen cabinets, and the broom she kept next to the
fridge.

“Light the way…” she yelled.

Ella followed the yellow squares, out of the
cargo bay, through a narrow passage and into a room with an engine
the size of a train car. Normally, she would have marveled at the
sight, but she had more important things to worry about at the
moment.

“Can you compartmentalize the water in the
system so it doesn’t pour out when we open it up?”

“Yes,” NEURA answered.

“Ok,” Ella said. “Clear a section and open
the pipe so I can get in there!”

Ella saw a section of pipe along the edge of
the room unfasten and slide out from the wall. Water, thick with
Squatch’s hair, poured out of the exposed pipe like mud.

“Ewww,” Ella said. “That smells so bad.”

“I can only imagine,” NEURA said.

“Clamp this into the pipe joint!” Ella said,
holding the strainer against one end of the pipe. Ella watched as
the pipe rotated back into place, clamping the strainer into the
seal. “Run it!” Ella yelled.

For a moment, Ella felt the ship stabilize. A
few seconds later, the Raptor was tumbling once again.

“What are you doing down there?” Noowt’s
voice blazed over the intercom. “That was working!”

“Filtering the hair!” Ella yelled back. “How
much time do we have?”

“Less than a minute and a half before
impact,” NEURA said.

“Earth time?”

“Of course! The entire Universe sets its
clock to Earth’s TV schedule.”

“Open it again…”

The pipe unfastened from the wall, with more
hairy water emptying onto the engine room floor. Ella pulled the
strainer out, spotting the mountain of hair that had backed up
behind it. She shoved the soggy fur through the other end of the
pipe with the broomstick.

“Impact in thirty seconds,” NEURA said.

“Hurry!” Noowt yelled.

“Run it!” Ella exclaimed.

The pipe segment seemed to take an eternity
to slide into place.

“20 seconds to impact…” NEURA said. “15… 14…
13…”

Suddenly, the ship was stable, and Ella felt
her body become heavy as Noowt pulled the ship out of its
uncontrolled dive. Ella’s legs couldn’t bear the g-forces, and she
crumpled to the ground, sinking into Squatch's wet fur.

“Oh!” Ella yelled in disgust. “Cochino!”

A few seconds later, her weight returned to
normal, and Ella sat up, covered in Squatch’s shaving scum.

“I don’t know what you did, but it worked!”
Noowt yelled over the speakers, “Get up here! I want to
celebrate!”

“Can I get some clothes and a shower first?”
Ella said, trying in vain to brush Squatch’s wet hair off with her
bare hands.

“Of course,” Noowt said. “I like my
deck-mates clean and presentable.”

Noowt paused dramatically.

“Ella Rosa,” it said. “Welcome to the crew of
the Eonic Raptor!”

* * *

As the Eonic Raptor flew over the vast
planet-wide city on Arboran, looking for a place to land near the
Great Tree, Ella spent time in the grooming station. The experience
was amazing. She’d had her fingernails and toenails done, her
eyebrows shaped, her hair and skin cleaned and hydrated, and her
bronytail refreshed. When she left the grooming booth, she did so
feeling more rejuvenated than she had in years.

Laope was the one who saw Ella first, her
eyes wide with surprise. She touched Sinoe on the shoulder, who
turned to look as well.

“You look amazing,” the Seirene said, and
Laope nodded in agreement.

The two had only ever seen Ella in negative
circumstances; after a full day’s work, covered in purple gore, and
most recently, mashed into Squatch’s wet hair. They were very
impressed by what they saw.

“Thank you,” Ella said to the women, smiling
at them on the way to the bridge. Noowt sat in the pilot’s chair,
guiding the Raptor through a forest of buildings that poked up
through the low clouds.

“Where are we?” Ella asked, amazed at how the
city stretched to the horizon.

“Arboran,” Noowt answered.

“Arboran City?” Ella said.

“No,” Noowt answered. “Just Arboran. Most of
the planet’s surface looks like this. It’s one of the first planets
redeveloped by the Patronis Corporation.”

Ella suddenly felt deeply worried.

“Is this what they’re going to do with
Earth?”

“No,” Noowt said. “They don’t make them like
this anymore. This planet is considered undesirable now. Patronis
is only catering to high-end customers these days. They’re all
about detoxification and green space and heirloom DNA.”

Ella wasn’t sure that sounded good
either.

“Is it always this foggy?” she asked.

“Polluted, you mean?” Noowt said. “Yes.”

On the horizon, Ella saw something that
looked completely out of place. It was a tree, its thick branches
reaching skyward. Its leaves green in a sea of brown haze. As they
grew closer, Ella began to appreciate the scale of the tree. It
dwarfed most of the city buildings surrounding it and rivaled some
of the taller skyscrapers. She could see that the leaves were
easily as big as surfboards, and the tree branches as wide as two
lane streets back on Earth. It was stunning.

“Wow,” she whispered. Noowt caught her sense
of awe.

“The whole planet was once covered in
forest,” it said. “These trees used to stretch to the horizon in
every direction. Their roots ran deep into the ground. Miles
down.”

“How do you know so much about Arboran?”

“It’s my mother planet,” Noowt said. “Well,
not mine personally, but it belonged to my ancestors. We evolved in
the caverns created by the root systems.”

Ella felt a sadness well up in her, an
empathy for the captain. It’s kind must have suffered back then,
the same way her people were suffering now. These thoughts made her
wonder what was happening back on Earth. Maybe she could ask for
news. Then again, maybe she didn’t want to know…

“We have made it to the Great Tree!” Sinoe
said from behind Ella. The Seirene’s voice caught her off guard,
and she felt her body relax almost involuntarily. Ella was becoming
better at controlling her reaction to Sinoe, except when she heard
her unprepared.

“This is where we will find Rivermoon and the
Waerdians,” the Seirene continued.

“Where’s Squatch?” Ella asked, noticing
suddenly that the creature was not on the bridge.

“He is in the engine room, cleaning the wet
fur off the floor,” Noowt answered. “We’ll check his progress
before we leave the ship.”

* * *

Noowt managed to find an open hangar near the
Great Tree, a place where the Eonic Raptor could be scrubbed, and
the plumbing flushed, sterilized and refilled. On the way out of
the ship, Noowt and Ella took a detour to the engine room to check
on Squatch’s progress.

“You haven’t done anything!” Noowt yelled,
finding Squatch napping behind the main engines.

“I moved the hair over there with my foot,”
Squatch said, still groggy, and pointing to a pile of fur sloppily
pushed into a corner of the engine room.

“You need to pick it up!” Noowt continued to
yell. “Off the floor! It’s still everywhere!”

“Sorry,” Squatch said. “I didn’t know…”

“I’ll go get some garbage bags out of my
trailer,” Ella said. “He can fill those.”

Ella returned with the bags a few minutes
later, and showed Squatch how to use a broom and the dustpan to
pick up the hair.

“Don’t you have, uh, robots for this stuff?”
Squatch mumbled.

“No,” Noowt said angrily. “I don’t need their
filters clogged with all this hair. When you’re done, I’ll give you
a few CREDITS, and you can stay here on Arboran.”

Squatch grabbed the broom and dustpan from
Ella in a huff and began sweeping. As they left the engine room,
Noowt leaned in one last time. “I want this place hair-free, got
it?”

Sinoe and Laope were joined by Noowt and Ella
in the cargo bay, and the two women turned to her, smiling.

“Are you ready?” Sinoe asked. “It is your
first time off-world…”

Laope grabbed Ella’s hand, giving it a
reassuring squeeze.

Ella honestly hadn’t thought about it until
this moment. When the cargo bay doors opened, it wouldn’t be Earth
outside. It would be Arboran, an entirely different world in an
entirely new corner of the Universe. It would be different air,
different gravity, strange smells and new creatures.

“Open the doors,” Noowt said to NEURA. The
cargo bay wall tilted out and downward. Light streamed into the
room from outside, and Ella watched the wall become a ramp,
connecting with the alien world, Noowt led the four of them out the
Raptor cargo doors. As soon as Ella stepped off the floor of the
ship, she felt lighter. Not much, but it was noticeable.

“Strange sensation,” Sinoe said, noticing
Ella’s reaction.

“The Raptor’s been acclimating us to
Arboran’s gravity since we began our trip here,” Noowt said. “But
the match is never perfect. There’s always a difference…”

The first thing that hit Ella as she passed
through the gravity barrier was the smell, the stench of garbage,
untreated sewage, and pollution.

“It stinks,” Ella said. Noowt and the
Seirenes nodded.

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “Arboran is an unregulated
planet. There is no real infrastructure. Waste disposal is only
accomplished when there is a profit motive.”

“And there’s no profit motive,” Noowt said.
“The free market has not yet valued the environment enough to take
care of it.”

“Ah,” Ella said, curling her nose. “How do
people put up with it?”

“You get used to it,” Noowt answered. “And
Patronis makes great air-filtration and oxygenation machinery for
those who can afford it.”

The four of them left the hangar, and Ella
saw the alien city for the first time. Skyscrapers rose to
tremendous heights, and the buildings were connected with a web of
enclosed skywalks stretching hundreds of stories into the air. At
street level, large piles of trash leaned precariously against the
skyscrapers, with narrow corridors cutting through the morass.

Patronis-owned stores and restaurants lined
the ground floor of the buildings, their bright red logos clearly
visible above the rubbish, while street vendors lined the pathways,
selling weapons, bags of Patronis Crisps, colorful drinks and all
manner of used goods. Sentient beings of all shapes, sizes and
colors perused the outdoor markets and dickered with merchants.
There were dozens of languages being spoken, and music of all kinds
emanated from street corners, where musicians played Galactars with
open cases, hoping for a tangible CREDIT or two.

“This planet is a dump…” Ella said.

“It’s not terrible indoors…” Noowt said.

“Then why are these people out here in the
trash?” Ella asked. Then, she noticed something new. “And why are
most of them female?”

“Patronis does not hire females for most
positions,” Sinoe said. “That is why they live out here. If they do
not have a male partner, they cannot afford to live inside.”

Up ahead, as high or higher than the skyline,
stood the Great Tree of Arboran. Though the trunk of the tree was
obscured by the buildings, its branches streaked across the sky, so
high in the air that the colors were muted by the polluted
atmosphere. Ella was distracted by the tree, and nearly walked into
a group of small beings standing in the narrow streets.

“Sorry,” she said, noticing that they weren’t
alone. There was a long line of people stretching up the street,
past the Great Tree.

“What are these people doing?” Ella whispered
to Noowt.

“They’re in line for the Patronis Credit
Bureau,” it whispered back. “They’re applying for debt
forgiveness.”

“Why?”

“They saw a doctor,” Noowt said. “Not
cheap…”

As they walked down the line of people, Ella
noticed most of them wore Patronis Corporation hats, or shirts
bearing the image of Philoman Patronis. Ella was amazed at how much
they seemed to revere him, given their economic reality. To her,
their situation looked utterly hopeless. But then, hadn’t she
worked her way off the streets of Portland? Hadn’t she built her
life from scratch? Even then, not all of it had been about hard
work or good decisions. Some of it had been luck, charity or
college grants…

Noowt’s voice jolted her out of her line of
thought. “What do we know about these Waerdians?” it asked the
Seirenes.

“They are the last of the Occupy Arboran
movement,” Sinoe said.

“Occupy Arboran?” Ella asked.

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “They are protesting the
planned demolition of the Great Tree.”

“I remember The Movement. It used to be
well-publicized,” Noowt said, surprised. “I had no idea it was
still a thing…”

Ella was stunned by what Sinoe had said.
“Someone wants to destroy the tree?” she asked, shocked. “Why?”

“The tree stands on the last undeveloped lot
on the planet,” Sinoe said. “The owners are eager to build on it.
The Arboran HOA feels the tree obscures their view of the city. And
they have declared leaf-collection a fiscal hazard.”

Ella felt at once astonished and angry.

“But it’s the last of its kind…” she said.
“Aren’t people mad about it?”

“Who?” Noowt asked.

“I don’t know,” Ella said sarcastically. “All
the billions of citizens on Arboran?”

Noowt laughed.

“Citizens?” it said. “You sound like an
Aeronean. These people are consumers, not citizens. The planet is
run by the owners… the HOA.”

“How many owners are there?”

“Eight,” Sinoe said.

Ella was stunned, and it must have shown on
her face, because Noowt swept in with an apologetic tone in his
voice.

“Look, Ella, it’s the way of the Patronis
worlds,” Noowt said, its voice sounding resigned. “The CREDIT is
the final word.”

The four of them navigated the busy streets
of the city, still walking along the line of people waiting to
enter the Credit Bureau. The distance to the Great Tree was further
than it seemed. The shops and restaurants of the previous blocks
seemed to repeat themselves. There were the impoverished street
vendors and the small-time merchants selling food and used items in
the street. In addition, every block had the same four retail
outlets; a Patronis Buffet, Patronis Foods, Patronis Wholesale
Warehouse and Patronis Depot.

“Is this all they have? This Patronis
stuff?”

“Yes,” Noowt said. “Only the Patronis
Corporation can afford to lease these spaces. They provide all the
goods these consumers need.”

“And most of the jobs too,” Sinoe added.

“Isn’t that bad?” Ella asked. “Everything
owned by one company? A monopoly?”

“It’s what the market chose,” Noowt said.

“Patronis produces goods in a variety of
colors and shapes,” Sinoe said. “Arboranean identity and
individuality is determined through these choices…”

Ella nodded blankly, but internally, she
still felt troubled by what she was seeing. She’d just arrived on
Arboran, but she was already eager to get off the planet.

Ahead of them, the street became brighter and
more open than it had in previous blocks. As they neared this airy
part of the city, the trunk of the Great Tree became visible. It
was incredible, dwarfing the skyscrapers around it, stretching
impossibly high into the sky. Ella guessed it was more than a mile
tall, and its leafy canopy spread over the surrounding
neighborhoods like a green umbrella. The above-ground root system
created a series of cathedral-like chambers, some of which Ella
could see daylight through. The sight of the tree took Ella’s
breath away.

“Wow,” she whispered, stopping in her tracks.
“I’ve never seen anything like this before…”

Noowt stopped with her.

“And when this one is gone,” it said, “you
never will again.”

 CHAPTER SEVEN

Waerdians!

In all of space, there is but one race
retaining a deep, spiritual connection to the natural history of
the Universe, the miracle of life, and the cyclical systems that
hold all things in balance. The rest of us find these people deeply
irritating, when we’re not ignoring them completely. They are known
as the Waerdians, the most woo-woo culture in the Universe.

If you’re unlucky enough to be caught in a
conversation with a Waerdian (say, longer than it takes to drop a
few tangible CREDITS in their Galactar case), you might find
yourself taking an unwanted crash course in the “Waerdian Way.”

Initially, this conversation may revolve
around superficial pillars of Waerdian culture, like the value of
organics and/or the dangers of vaccines and showers. If the
conversation reaches the next level — and you’ve failed to find a
way to escape — you’ll learn about the benefits of colonics, the
life-changing insights provided by the space-hallucinogenic
Draconian Dust, or the healing power of marijuana.

In case you’re wondering, yes, pot comes
from space.

Finally, if you’re just unlucky enough — I’m
talking stuck next to a Waerdian on a long Spacehound trip unlucky
— you’ll learn about the Mindsong; the most preposterous belief in
an already cuckoo philosophy.

Get this…

The Waerdians actually believe that all
living things are connected by some kind of Song, like a
Universe-wide chorus.

No! Hold on, I’m not done.

They believe that one can learn to access
the Mindsong, to let it sing in you and through you. No, not
literally IN your body. More like, in your SOUL.

I know, crazy right?

Wait, this is the best part…

If, say, your meds run dry and you begin to
hear the Mindsong, you can gain special powers! Stuff like talking
with animals and gaining special insights!

Yeah, I know. It really does take all
kinds…

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

Ella heard the Waerdians before she saw them.
First, it was the faint sound of drums. As they walked closer to
the Great Tree’s root system, she heard flutes, then a Galactar. As
the four of them entered one of the cavernous spaces under the
roots of the tree, the Occupy Arboran movement came into view.

A small group of Waerdians were camped around
a fire, singing happily. To Ella’s eyes, they looked like a bunch
of hippies, the kind she’d seen a thousand times in the forests of
the Olympic Peninsula. They had long hair, stringy and unkempt.
Their bare feet were blackened with the soil of Arboran. They wore
colorful, loose-fitting garments adorned with beads and ribbons.
Handmade jewelry hung from their necks and wrists. They smelled of
sweat and tree oil. The Waerdians were swaying to the music, eyes
closed, and hands raised toward the giant tree roots above them. As
Ella and the crew neared the campfire, the music stopped, and a
gray-haired man with a braided beard stood to greet them,
smiling.

“Are you the media?” the man said, his voice
booming and richly toned. “For if you are, I would like to share a
tragic tale, the story of what is about to befall this magnificent
living thing, the Great Tree of Arb — ”

“Sorry,” Noowt interrupted. “We’re not the
media.”

The older man looked disappointed.

“Then what have you come for?” the man said.
“To join our ranks in this good fight?”

“We’ve come to speak to a man named
Rivermoon,” Noowt said. “Do you know him?”

“I am he,” the man said, looking suddenly
excited, a gracious smile lighting his face. “Come, take a seat by
the fire,” he said. “And divulge your story under the roots of the
Great Tree…”

The four of them took the invitation, taking
places around the fire.

“Let me introduce you to Occupy Arboran,”
Rivermoon said, pointing across the fire.

“This is my spirit wife, Starsign, and her
friend, Nebulana…”

The two women, each adorned in elaborate
beaded headdresses, smiled broadly.

“Hello, kind visitors…” Starsign said softly,
waving in slow, fluid motions.

Rivermoon continued the introductions.

“We are the camp minstrels,” a male
Galactarist next to Noowt said suddenly. “My name is Melodean. This
is Singulicity on the percussion, and Nya-Nyee on the flute.” The
trio, one man and two women, played a short number, illustrating
their musical talents.

“Lovely music,” Rivermoon said
appreciatively. “Thank you, fine minstrels.”

“I’m Mukasa,” a little round man at the edge
of the fire said suddenly. He had short hair and a clean-shaven
face and wore a red bowtie with a white shirt and black pants. To
Ella, he looked very human, like a nerdy little man from
sub-Saharan Africa. Even his accent sounded African. “Hi,” he
added, his voice high-pitched and awkward.

“And finally, this is Piper, the daughter of
HOA Vice-President Bob Patronis.”

“Piper Patronis?” Ella asked.

“Yes” the woman said. She was the most
elaborately decorated. Her outfit was adorned in the most beads,
her hair had the longest ribbons, and her face, the brightest body
paint.

“That is my given name,” she continued. “My
Waerdian name is Treesavior.”

“My name is Noowt, captain of the Eonic
Raptor. This is my first mate, Ella Rosa, and her friends Sinoe and
Laope,” Noowt said, introducing each of them in turn. “We’ve come
to ask for your help.”

“We are searching for the last Hailing
Temple,” Sinoe said.

Ella watched the Waerdians — the males in
particular — become instantly transfixed by the voice of the
Seirene.

“What magic is this?” Rivermoon whispered.
“Your voice…”

Noowt interjected. “We understand you can use
the Mindsong to give us the location of Gran Edonn. That’s where
we’ll find the last Hailing Temple.”

The Waerdians continued to stare at the
Seirene.

“Rivermoon,” Ella said. “The Mindsong. Can
you use it to help us?”

The Waerdian seemed to break out of his
trance and rejoin them in the present.

“Yes, yes, the Mindsong,” Rivermoon said. “It
is unusual to use the Song for personal gain. What is this mission
you are on?”

“We would like to find the Hailing Temple, so
we can use these,” Sinoe said. The Seirenes pulled their gowns
aside to reveal the ancient keys hanging on chains from their
necks. They were hewn from a crystalline material, their complex
structures covered in ancient runic Maker’s Marks. The Waerdians
stared at the keys with a sense of wonder.

“The tools of the Makers…” Rivermoon
whispered.

“We were told we would find you here, at the
Great Tree of Arboran. We were told your people could help us…”
Sinoe said.

Once again, the Waerdians were transfixed by
the voice of the Seirene.

“Yes… yes…” Rivermoon said dreamily. “We can
help you. First, let us break bread together, and after, we will
conduct the Mindsong ritual…”

“Thank you,” Noowt said. “We look forward to
it.”

Ella could tell from the tone of Noowt’s
voice that it wasn’t comfortable with Rivermoon, the Waerdians or
the Mindsong. In fact, she had the distinct feeling that Noowt
wished it could open the hatch in its suit and escape this
situation completely.

“Mukasa,” Rivermoon said. “Use Treesavior’s
PatroPay account to fetch us some supper, would you?”

“I’d like some Patronis Cheese Crisps!”
Nebulana added.

“And I need a new K string for my Galactar,”
Melodeon said.

“Okay,” Mukasa said, getting to his feet and
walking around the fire to Treesavior. Ella noticed the woman had a
strange expression on her face.

“This can’t be right,” she said, panic edging
into her voice.

“What is it, Treesavior?” Rivermoon
asked.

“My account,” she said, her voice thin and
anxious. “It’s been… frozen.”

Treesavior flipped her arm out so Rivermoon
could see the information for himself.

“My Makers…” Rivermoon whispered. “Has there
been a glitch?”

Treesavior read through the display again,
her eyes wide with shock. “No. No glitch. Listen to what my dad
wrote,” she continued. “I’m freezing your accounts until you come
to your senses and stop playing Waerdian. You’re a Patronis, for
Maker’s sake. It’s time to act like one. I’ve sent your mother to
retrieve you.”

“You heard right, Piper,” a woman’s voice
said from the edge of the camp. “Enough is enough. Your father is
very upset.”

The entire group turned to see a woman
standing at the edge of the firelight, surrounded by a small army
of private security officers. She was clad in a sleek pantsuit. Her
hair was pulled into a severe bun. Her eyes were as cold as the
vacuum of space.

Treesavior rose to her feet.

“Mom?” she said. “I… but… the Great
Tree…”

“The tree is coming down, Piper,” her mother
said. “The demolition crew is on its way. Now come, follow me out
of this dirty little Waerdian hidey-hole before you catch a
venereal disease.”

Treesavior took a few tentative steps toward
her mother. Rivermoon jumped to his feet, and she spun to meet his
gaze.

“Treesavior… don’t leave…” he said, panicked.
“Without you, Occupy Arboran… it’s dead…”

“I’m sorry,” she said, taking a step backward
toward her mother. “I love Waerdian culture. The songs and the
beads, the colors and the sense of community… it’s all so amazing.
I have so much material for my dissertation…”

“But… but…” Rivermoon stammered.

“But… I have a responsibility to the Patronis
brand, and I can’t live without my PatroPay account…”

“But the Great Tree,” Rivermoon said,
pleading. “You love the Great Tree! It’s doomed without you!”

Treesavior took a few more steps toward her
mother.

“Treesavior!” Rivermoon cried.

The woman’s mother placed her hand on
Treesavior’s shoulder. She leaned into her mother, who embraced her
with a stiff arm. “I’m sorry Rivermoon,” Treesavior said, tears in
her eyes. “It’s Piper now…”

Piper’s mother turned her daughter away from
the Waerdians and disappeared into the security personnel.

“Come Piper,” she said. “Let us have the
servants de-bead and sterilize you...”

As the woman left with Piper, her security
detail closed behind her. Rivermoon tried to follow but was pushed
back into the root chamber by the guards.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the lead guard
said. “You love this tree so much? You can die with it…”

The guard spoke into the communicator on his
wrist. “You have orders to shoot anyone who leaves this chamber,”
he said, scowling at the group as he backed out of the root system
and disappeared outside.

“We will gladly die with this Great Tree!”
Rivermoon yelled after the guards as they filed out. “The Universe
will lament our passing! We will be martyrs. Denizens of the
Universe will speak our names for generations! We — ”


“Rivermoon,” Noowt interrupted. “Stop! No one
cares about Occupy Arboran anymore. It’s been dead for a long
time.”

The Master Waerdian stood there for a moment,
looking dazed and confused. In the distance, the rumble of the
demolition crew became audible. It was a low bass sound that Ella
could feel more than hear.

“That’s the wrecking crew,” Noowt said.
“We’ve got to find a way out of here, quick.”

* * *

Squatch was awoken by the ship’s engines as
they roared to life, interrupting his dream. In it, he’d been back
on Earth, marching aimlessly through the forest, when suddenly,
there was a female Grumscudder bathing in a waterfall. Naturally,
he’d rescued her from the ordeal, and was just about to turn on the
charm when the engine he’d been sleeping next to began to hum and
vibrate.

“Squatch!” NEURA yelled. “Get up!”

“Wha — ” Squatch said, still groggy.
“Why?”

“The captain and the others are in trouble,”
NEURA answered. “They need you to open the armory and be ready with
some rayguns…”

“But I already finished m’job. I’m ready
t’get paid and jump ship.”

“Squatch,” NEURA said. “They need you. The
captain, Ella, the Seirenes. They’re in trouble. We’re on our way
there right now.”

“Yeah, but what’d they ever do for me?”
Squatch said, not bothering to get up.

“Let’s see,” NEURA answered. “Ella didn’t
shoot you when you stole her house and took her off the Earth
without her permission. The captain didn’t blow you out the airlock
when it found out you’d tricked it to get on board, Ella didn’t
shoot you with her raygun, even though you were somewhat
responsible for her ordeal with the Greys. The captain didn’t
strangle you when you flushed your hair down the drain and nearly —
”

“Ok, ok, I’m good. I’m getting up.”

“The armory is over here,” NEURA said,
lighting a trail of yellow squares out of the engine room and down
the hall. “Hurry, we’re almost there. Three or four should do the
trick.”

* * *

“NEURA’s on her way with the ship,” Noowt
said. “She’s going to land the Raptor between us and those guards
outside, and we’ll have to board as fast as we can. Got it?”

“I’m staying with the tree,” Rivermoon said
flatly. “I will not let it die alone.”

“It’s a tree,” Ella said. “It doesn’t care if
you’re here or not.”

“I will stay,” Rivermoon said, turning his
back on them.

The rest of the Waerdians got to their feet,
and lined up on both sides of Rivermoon.

“I will stay as well,” Starsign said next,
placing her arm around her husband.

“I too, will stay,” Nebulana said.

One by one, the Waerdians proclaimed their
intention to stay with Rivermoon, dying with the tree as it
crumbled into the ground.

Noowt was furious.

“We need you,” it pleaded. “We need you to
help us find the Hailing Temple. This battle is done. You lost.
This is your chance to survive…”

“The tree is crying out to us with the
Mindsong,” Rivermoon said. “It is asking that we die together,
Waerdian and giant leaf-bearing organism, so that we may share the
road from this plane of existence to the next...”

“I’m leaving,” Mukasa said. “I’m ready.”

“The Raptor’s here,” Noowt yelled. “Let’s
go!”

Noowt, Ella, the Seirenes and Mukasa ran out
into the night, and there was the Raptor, hovering just feet over
the ground, the end of the cargo bay ramp shifting and sliding in
the Arboranean dust. Squatch was standing just inside with an
armful of rayguns. As Noowt, Ella, the Seirenes and Mukasa ran into
the night air, the guards began to fire on them. The crossfire was
intense. Ella felt a blast of hot plasma pass inches from her body.
The Raptor was close, but there was no way they were going to make
it…

Suddenly, Sinoe began to sing, and the
shooting stopped. Ella felt her head swim to fantastic heights,
though unlike the first time she’d heard Sinoe’s song in her
trailer, she did not lose touch with reality completely. She was
able to continue to walk toward the Raptor; to notice some of what
was happening around her. The guards had dropped their weapons, and
stumbled awkwardly toward Sinoe, as if in a trance. The Waerdians,
too, shambled out from under the roots of the Great Tree, and were
being drawn toward the Raptor.

Noowt, unaffected by the song, reached the
top of the ramp, where an entranced Squatch was beginning to wander
out of the ship toward Sinoe. It took one of the rayguns from the
Grumscudder’s arms, and pushed the hairy beast back into the ship.
Noowt set the raygun to stun, and waited for everyone to
arrive.

Ella was the first to make it up the ramp,
looking like the act was taking great effort. The Seirenes reached
the ship next, Laope smiling triumphantly as they entered the
Raptor. Sinoe stopped at the edge of the cargo bay, turning to
project her voice into the night air. Mukasa entered the ship
clumsily, taking a seat at Sinoe’s feet and staring up at her in
rapt fascination. The Waerdians, closest to the ship, began to
ascend the ramp. The guards, positioned around the perimeter of the
Great Tree, were arriving too. One by one, Noowt stunned them as
they neared the ship. They fell limply to the ground.

As the Waerdians ascended the ramp, Sinoe
backed into the ship, drawing them in with her song. Noowt backed
into the Raptor too, stunning a few guards that had strayed too
close.

They were all in.

“NEURA!” Noowt yelled. “Close the cargo bay
doors! Get us out of here!”

The ramp began to lift as the ship rose off
the ground. They were safe for the moment; even the Waerdians,
whether they liked it or not.

* * *

As soon as Sinoe stopped singing, Ella
regained complete control of her consciousness immediately.

“We made it!” she said. “I can’t believe
it!”

Noowt threw the raygun back to Squatch, who
caught it easily. “Squatch, put the guns back in the armory for me,
would you?”

“Sinoe,” Noowt said, already on its way to
the bridge. “That was amazing. Thank you…”

“I second that.” Ella agreed, following
Noowt.

“That made me wanna go pud-wrestlin’,”
Squatch added, passing the Seirenes with an armful of weapons.

As Noowt and Ella climbed onto the lift and
began to rise toward the bridge, Noowt yelled down to the
Seirenes.

“Can you take care of the Waerdians when they
come around?” it said. “I don’t think they’re going to be all that
happy to find themselves alive and well…”

Ella caught the Seirenes nodding up at them
just as they disappeared from sight.

“Now,” Noowt said to Ella. “Let’s get out of
here. I wanted to — ”

The ship rocked violently, throwing Ella off
her feet. Noowt struggled to the pilot’s chair.

“NEURA! What was that?” Noowt yelled.

“We’ve been struck by a missile from an
incoming ship!”

“Arboranean?” Noowt asked, getting its
bearing at the helm.

“No,” NEURA said. “The ship belongs to
Elstrad.”

“He found the Seirenes!” Ella said, climbing
into the co-pilot’s chair. “How?” She’d watched him crash that
Harley and tumble into the forest. No one could have survived
that.

“I don’t know,” Noowt said. “But we’re in
trouble. Elstrad’s one of the best there is.”

“I shook him once,” Ella said. “We can do it
again.”

“You were lucky.”

Ella saw Elstrad’s ship coming in fast over
the city. He fired another missile.

“Look out!” Ella yelled.

“I see it!” Noowt responded, pulling the ship
back and around the Great Tree. Ella watched the missile change
direction, following the trajectory of the Raptor and hitting the
tree dead on. The trunk exploded in a hail of gargantuan splinters.
Ella watched as the tree tipped in a slow-motion arc, crashing
violently into the surrounding city.

“Ay dios!” Ella said. “Look at that!”

Noowt was flying the Raptor up and away from
the carnage. From their vantage point, high above the city, Ella
watched skyscrapers toppling outward like falling dominos from the
impact of the Great Tree. A shockwave blew through the streets. The
sight was horrifying from the sky, but Ella could only imagine what
people were experiencing on the ground.

“Here he comes,” Noowt said. “He’s gaining on
us.”

“Why is he firing? Doesn’t he want the
Seirenes alive?”

“The only thing those missiles will do is
degrade our shields,” Noowt answered. “He knows we can’t endure
space without them. The radiation would kill us. He’s trying to
keep us on the ground.”

“He’s gaining on us,” Ella said. “What makes
his ship so fast?”

“It’s a Rykan 450… aerodynamic, and equipped
with a jet for atmospheric speed.”

Ella looked hard at Elstrad’s ship, growing
larger by the second in the Raptor’s display. There it was, a jet
engine, not unlike those used on Earth. It had an air intake right
there in the front…

“Noowt, can we fly with the cargo bay doors
open?” she asked, suddenly excited.

“Yes,” Noowt said. “Why?”

“If I disable that jet, will it help us get
away?”

“Yeah,” Noowt said. “The Raptor’s faster than
a Rykan in space.”

“I need a raygun, quick!” Ella said, and the
leg in Noowt’s suit slid open, revealing the weapon. Noowt pulled
it out of the holster and handed it to her.

“What are you going to do?” it asked.

“Keep climbing. I’m going to throw something
out the back...”

Ella took off toward the cargo bay, raygun in
hand. The yellow square was already descending when she got to it.
Ella jumped down into the recess and slid off the edge into the
cargo bay as soon as she could. The Seirenes were sitting with the
Waerdians, and Sinoe was talking softly. They were entranced,
unaware of Ella or the missiles smashing into the ship.

“NEURA, lower the cargo bay doors,” Ella
ordered, looking around for the three plump garbage bags she’d
spotted on her way into the Raptor.

There they are!

Ella dragged the heavy bags to the cargo bay
doors. She noticed there was no wind. They must be using something
more than the gravity barrier she’d walked through earlier.

“NEURA,” Ella said, taking one last
precaution. “Can I shove these out the cargo bay doors?”

“Yes,” NEURA answered. “At the moment, things
can go out, but they can’t come in.”

“Great,” she said, tugging the bag to the
barrier, and kicking it out the back. Ella could see Elstrad’s ship
coming up behind them, closing the distance. She used the raygun to
shoot the falling bag, exploding it into a thick black cloud of
fur. Ella watched as a section of the cloud was sucked into the jet
engine.

She kicked another bag out the cargo bay
doors, then another, and shot them both in quick succession. Once
again, the jet sucked hair into the engine. Ella could see it catch
fire as it filled with Squatch’s thick fur.

Then, it exploded.

Elstrad’s ship was not only slowed by the
explosion. It took a nosedive for a moment, tumbling downward
before flattening out and disappearing into the haze below, leaving
a trail of black smoke in its wake.

“Ella!” Noowt said over the loudspeakers.
“That worked! I saw the whole thing! It was beautiful!”

 CHAPTER EIGHT

The Mindsong Ritual

After the Raptor jumped away from Arboran,
Noowt told Ella that it didn’t really know where they were going.
“I just wanted to get deep into space before we were followed,” it
said. “After what happened on our way out, I wouldn’t be surprised
if there’s a reward for our capture...”

The group kept a watchful eye on the news,
and before long, they began seeing breaking footage of the falling
tree on Arboran. To their surprise, the fall of the Great Tree was
being labelled a “terrorist act” orchestrated by the Sisters of
Aeron. They’d watched the incident several times on the lounge
display; the Raptor lifting off the ground and Elstrad’s ship
diving out of the blue sky, the first missile exploding against the
hull of the Raptor, the second connecting with the trunk of the
Great Tree. The group watched the tree fall from multiple angles:
from the ground, from the perspective of residents and security
cameras in the surrounding buildings, and from those dwelling in
the trash-strewn streets. The news estimated that over 11,000
people had been injured, and roughly half of those had lost their
lives. To make matters worse, Arboran had no public police, fire or
emergency relief agencies. The Raptor — a Patronis made ship — was
being spun as a heroic victim. Never mind the fact that its
passengers had been ordered dead by the Arboranean HOA just minutes
before.

The sight of the disaster lifted the spirits
of the Waerdians, who seemed to believe that the incident was a
form of poetic justice.

“Those ‘consumers’, as they call themselves,
were only really half-alive,” Rivermoon judged. “They were cut off
from the Mindsong. Death was probably a relief…”

Anger flared in Ella when she heard this
comment, but she kept it to herself. She didn’t need to create any
trouble for Noowt right now, at least not before they found Gran
Edonn.

Yin and Yang made the rounds, spending time
in each and every lap. Eventually, they worked their way to Mukasa,
whom they seemed particularly fond of. “Your animals are very
special,” he said to Ella, petting Yang softly as it purred. “You
are a very lucky human.”

Ella agreed.

Several small bowls of pot and a large bowl
of printed granola later, and Noowt was ready to find Gran Edonn
and evict the Waerdians from the Raptor forever.

“When are you going to do the Mindsong
thing?” it had said impatiently. “You’ve eaten, you’ve danced,
you’ve slept and had sex. It’s time. Let’s go.”

Rivermoon seemed to respond to Noowt’s
growing intolerance.

“Yes, my friend,” he’d said. “It is time. Let
us prepare the lounge to commune with the Divine.” Furniture was
moved to make room for the Mindchant ritual, and pillows placed on
the ground for the comfort of the participants. Rivermoon insisted
the non-Waerdian passengers of the Raptor join in the ceremony, as
“life is a conduit of the Mindsong, through which all music
flows.”

Squatch laughed at that. “Pfft… whatever,” he
said dismissively.

“I feel stupid doing this,” Noowt whispered
to Ella.

“Me too,” Ella said, though in reality, it
was just one of many emotions she was feeling. Ella’s mind was
still fixed on the vision of the Great Tree crashing into the city
on Arboran. It reminded her of September 11th, back on Earth. She’d
been a middle-schooler when she and her family watched the towers
fall on TV. Just as then, the incident kept playing over and over
in her mind. Rivermoon’s pitiless comments had bothered her, and so
did his methods. The so-called Master Waerdian had already led them
through a breathing ritual, guided them through a relaxation
exercise, urged each to find a balanced sitting position in which
they felt grounded, and —

“Please,” Noowt interrupted, “can we start
now?” None of the activities were relevant to its anatomy and
physiology, and it was getting angry.

“Yeah, let’s get on with this,” Squatch
agreed.

“Of course,” Rivermoon said. “Please close
your eyes and bow your heads.”

Everyone but Noowt did as he instructed. It
had no head.

Rivermoon began to sing;

“Universe…

Universe…

Unveil your secrets,

Universe.

We celebrate you —

Vast and strong.

Let us hear,

The sweet Mindsong.”

Ella rolled her eyes inside her eyelids. This
is what they rescued the Waerdians for? These people were going to
help them? Seriously?

“This is a bunch of shit,” Squatch said,
voicing what the crew was already thinking.

“Please, Grumscudder. We are but one mind
here,” Rivermoon said. “Keep your eyes closed and listen… with your
mind…”

Some of the Waerdians began humming. A few
threw a long, musical “Oh Universe…” into the din.

“I hear it!” a female voice said. Ella wasn’t
sure if it was Starsign, or Nebulana. It could have been any of
them, really. She had her eyes closed, and most of the Waerdians
sounded similar to her.

“Share your insights…” Rivermoon said. There
was no mistaking his voice.

“The Temple…” the woman’s voice said, “is far
from here. So far… so very far…”

“Sing through her!” Rivermoon yelled
dramatically. “Sing!”

“The planet is rocky,” an androgynous voice
said suddenly. “And round!”

“Round!” Rivermoon said. “I hear it too!
Round, and so very rocky!”

Ella was close to her breaking point. She
hated religious rituals, and this reminded her too much of New Age
stuff back on Earth. Way too much. The people were obviously
quacks. They’d made a huge mistake…

“Gran Edonn circles the planet Samson in the
Riginem system,” a voice said. “It is a moon… always on the
sun-side of its host planet.”

The Waerdians screamed and sang their
agreements; a cacophony of “Yes! I heard it!” and “the Mindsong has
spoken!” and “Blessed Mother Universe!” The chorus and exclamations
of the group rose to a fever pitch and began to descend again. Down
to a quiet hum.

“The music of the Universe,” Rivermoon
whispered softly. “The psychic song that binds all life — the
beating drum… the ethereal chorus — has spoken.”

All around Ella, the Waerdians broke the
circle with whispered chants.

“Blessed be the Universe,” they each said,
unlinking their hands and opening their eyes.

Noowt dropped the hands of the two Waerdians
he was linked with, stood up, and marched toward the pilot’s
chair.

“NEURA, does it check out? Is there a moon
orbiting that planet?”

“There is, actually,” NEURA responded,
sounding somewhat surprised. “It doesn’t have a name, but it’s
there…”

“Then set a course for Samson…”

* * *

“It was Mukasa,” Noowt said to Ella. It had
pulled her into a private chamber to talk with her, speaking in a
serious tone.

“What was Mukasa?” she responded, not
understanding.

“Mukasa’s the one who knew how to find Gran
Edonn,” Noowt said. “I was watching through my suit. They were
doing all that weird Waerdian stuff, and he was just sitting there
with a bland smile on his face. Then, he spits out the location all
of a sudden, like it was nothing.”

“I thought I recognized his voice,” Ella
said. “How do you think he knew?”

“I don’t know. There’s no information about
this moon in any of our databases,” Noowt said. “He’s obviously not
a Waerdian. He doesn’t look like them, doesn’t act like them. They
don’t even seem to like him that much.”

“True,” Ella said. “He’s dressed like a
theater usher.”

“A what?”

“Nothing,” Ella said dismissively. “I’ll talk
to him if I get a chance… find out how he knew….”

When Ella and Noowt rejoined the others, the
Waerdians were singing and laughing and having a good time.
Apparently, they’d figured out how to make wine in the printer, and
had consumed several bottles already.

“Come Ella, Noowt,” Rivermoon called to them.
“Join us!’

Noowt leaned in toward Ella. “I’m going to go
pretend to pilot the ship,” it said. “You have fun.”

The ship’s crew and passengers sat loosely
around the lounge, some on the furniture, some on the ground.
Squatch laid on his side, his right hand under his head, nursing a
bottle of red wine. The Seirenes were sitting on the couch, and
when Ella approached, they pulled her into the space between
them.

“Come,” Sinoe said. “Spend time with us.”

Ella was happy to. She hadn’t had more than a
couple moments with these women since this whole thing began.

The group spent time drinking wine and
talking. Squatch was lighting a bowl with the Minstrels, passing it
around lazily. Ella must’ve shot him an unintentional glare,
because the Grumscudder got a little defensive with her.

“What?” he said. “It’s legal in Washington
state…”

“So, Sinoe,” Rivermoon said. “Your voice is
mesmerizing. Tell us your story…”

“They sing boner music,” Squatch said,
coughing out a lung full of smoke.

“Splendid!” Rivermoon said. “And we were
taken by your song. But tell me, how did you learn my name? How did
you know to find us at the Great Tree of Arboran?”

“We were told you and your people would be
there… a long time ago,” Sinoe said. “We are Delphinian. When our
planet was colonized by Patronis, our kind were resettled to
Earth.”

“Really?” Ella said. “I didn’t know.”

“Yes,” Sinoe said, “we lived in a region now
known as the Mediterranean, near modern-day Greece, where we were
worshipped as Gods by the ancient humans. Then, a trade war began
between the Patronis Corporation and Uni-mart Holdings. Our kind
were abducted by Patronis… taken to the front lines and never heard
from again. The Twelve Olympians, Hynos, Achlys, Erebus… all
victims of the war. Laope and I are the last of the
Delphinians.”

“The battle is legendary,” Rivermoon said.
“How did you survive?”

“The war ended before we were found. Our dear
friend Epeia was not as fortunate. She was taken by Patronis and
fell in the Battle of Lyssia. We felt her die...”

Tears began to roll down Laope’s cheeks, and
Sinoe took her hand.

“Laope and Epeia were intimately bonded,”
Sinoe said.

The group was silent for a time, feeling the
weight of Sinoe’s words. The Seirenes held one another’s hands, and
Ella could sense the thoughts and feelings passing silently between
them. Memories of their friend, of their people, of the lonely
centuries slipping by.

“In our pain,” Sinoe continued suddenly, “we
took refuge on a small island in the middle of the sea. There, we
cried and sang for those we lost. We did not know the death and
destruction we were causing the humans…”

Ella felt Sinoe tremble. When the Seirene
spoke again, it was through tears.

“When we discovered that our song had drawn
many to their deaths along the rocky shores of our island,” Sinoe
said, “we fell into a deep melancholy. We made a pact… we would
walk into the sea, and let the waves overtake us. It was the last
time Laope used her voice.”

“Wow,” Ella said.

“As we descended from the clifftops, we
noticed two men lying on the beach. Their ship had been destroyed
in a storm, and we assumed they had lost their lives.”

“Who were these men?” Rivermoon asked.

“They were messengers, holding onto life by a
mere thread,” Sinoe said. “Their last act in this realm was to
deliver the words of the Oracle. I remember the message
clearly…”

“Do not harm
yourselves,

For your lives have value.

Follow a raven-haired woman,

Steel in her eyes and fire in her belly,

You will find them on Arboran,

They will guide you with the Song.

They occupy the wooden caverns,

Beneath the last Great Tree.

Use the Keys at the Temple of Gran
Edonn,

The Diachron will be the reward."

“That’s some cryptic shit, isn’t it?” Squatch
said suddenly.

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “We did not understand.
For hundreds of years, we roamed the Earth, hiding from the humans.
When the Sisters made a contract for our capture, we hid from
bounty hunters as well. I used my voice many times to evade them.
That is, until Elstrad found us, and Ella entered our lives…”

“She’s the raven-haired woman!” Rivermoon
said. “And look how far you’ve come! I mean, it’s coming true,
man!”

“Yes!” Sinoe said. “And when we read the news
about Occupy Arboran and the last Great Tree, we knew. You and your
group were the people we were looking for…”

“I dig it!” Rivermoon said. The Waerdians
were smiling and nodding in excitement. Yesterday, they were saving
the Great Tree. Today, they were an important part of an
intergalactic prophecy.

Ella got up from the couch, sparing a quick
wave to everyone.

“I’m going to bed. I’m exhausted…”

The Waerdians said their goodbyes. Squatch
had passed out completely and was snoring like a buzz saw.

“I am also tired,” Sinoe said, getting to her
feet. “I will take my leave now.”

Ella was walking through the bridge, when she
realized she didn’t know where she was supposed to go for a warm
bed.

“NEURA,” she said. “Where can I get some
sleep?”

“Follow the squares,” NEURA said. “I will
show you to your crew quarters.”

Ella was halfway to her room when she heard
footsteps behind her.

“Wait for me! I want to accompany you!”

It was Sinoe. Ella found herself resenting
the Seirene. She didn’t want to acknowledge the woman, and she
didn’t really understand why. Ella stopped in the hallway and
stared at the floor, listening to her approaching footsteps.

“You left so quickly,” Sinoe said. “Is
something wrong?”

It took Ella a moment to speak, and when she
did, she still couldn’t make eye contact.

“No… yes…” she said. “I don’t know. I’m just…
I’m having a hard time with what I just heard. Ever since the two
of you came into my life, things have been crazy…”

“Ella,” Sinoe said, “I understand why you are
having a difficult time. Your life has changed dramatically.”

“And I’m supposed to be this… this
raven-haired woman from some old prophecy?”

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “Laope and I believe you
might be. There is a reason you rescued us that night in the
tavern. There’s a reason we met. You could have been caught up by
the Patronis fleet, like the people you left on Earth. But here you
are…”

“I’m not the raven-haired woman,” Ella said,
looking Sinoe in the eyes now. “I’m not that important.”

“You are… to me,” Sinoe said softly, taking
Ella’s hand. “I have had feelings for you since the moment we
met.”

Suddenly, a door to their right shot
open.

SSSSHICK!

“Your quarters, Ella,” NEURA said.

Another door slid open directly across the
hall.

SSSSHICK!

“And yours, Sinoe,” NEURA added.

Neither woman moved from where they stood,
holding hands and gazing at one another. Ella marveled at Sinoe’s
beauty, at the blue and magenta streaks in the Seirene’s irises, so
like rare and exquisite jems. Ella surrendered to her feelings, and
Sinoe did the same. When their lips met, Ella felt a shock wave run
through her body. Her head swam, and she began to tremble so
intensely that she worried her knees might give out underneath
her.

When Ella pulled away, she felt flush and
overwhelmed, like she might laugh or cry, or both at once.

“Come…” Sinoe invited, taking a few steps
backward into her cabin and pulling Ella’s hands in as she
went..

Ella didn’t move.

“I can’t, Sinoe,” she said, “It’s been so
long. I’m not ready. Not yet...”

Ella saw concern in the Seirene’s
expression.

“I want to Sinoe. I just need more
time...”

Ella let go of Sinoe’s hands, caressing her
palms and fingers as they fell free. Sinoe nodded.

“I understand,” she said, backing into her
cabin, “When you are ready, I will be here...”

SSSSHICK!

Sinoe’s cabin door slid shut, leaving Ella
alone in the hallway. She stared at herself in the polished surface
of the Seirenes cabin door for a moment.

“Coward...” she whispered, waving away her
own blurred reflection.

Then she turned, and walked into her room,
falling into bed alone.

* * *

Ella awoke some time later, She had an uneasy
feeling. Not a strong one, like the heebie-jeebies she’d gotten
just before Squatch burst through the front door of her trailer. It
was a nagging feeling, like an errand not remembered.

The lights were low, and it was difficult to
see. She slid carefully to the end of the bed, slipped into the
jeans and shirt she’d thrown on the floor earlier, and felt for the
door. It slid open silently, and closed quietly behind her.

The ship was dim, and quiet. Ella crept onto
the bridge, looking around. Noowt sat in the captain’s chair, its
holographic display dimmed. Ella wasn’t sure if Noowt slept, but it
seemed to be taking advantage of the long warp journey to rest in
some capacity.

In the lounge, the Waerdians were laying
haphazardly on the sofas and in chairs, piled on top of one
another. Looks uncomfortable, she thought to herself, taking care
not to rouse them. They’d consumed vast amounts of wine — and
smoked several bowls — and Ella expected they were near-comatose.
Still, she didn’t want to deal with them, so she passed through the
lounge as quietly as she could.

Ella had not yet explored the Raptor fully,
and had never been beyond the galley. She saw a faint light coming
from an unexplored hallway, the brightness rising and falling like
the glow of a television in a dark room. She crept slowly past the
galley and into the corridor. Up it went, like a corkscrew,
following the perimeter of the ship’s hull. At the end of the
hallway, a room came into view. It was a large, domed space; the
walls and ceilings completely transparent. There were couches and
chairs placed strategically around the room, arranged in patterns
that would allow face to face contact or spectacular views of outer
space. She imagined it was a passenger lounge, a place for paying
customers to rest and take their meals on long journeys.

“Your Song,” a voice said suddenly. “Is a sad
one.”

“Mukasa?” Ella said, seeing his silhouette
against the high windows; short and apple-shaped. She hadn’t
noticed him, and his voice startled her.

“Yes,” he answered.

“What are you doing in here?” Ella asked,
making her way to him. As she approached the windows, she saw a
spiral galaxy stretched out beneath them, slipping by in the
darkness.

“Wow,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

“I agree,” Mukasa said. “I have been
observing it. Listening to it.”

“With the Mindsong?” she asked.

“I am new to that term, and I’m not sure that
is how I would describe the experience, but yes,” he said.

The two watched the galaxy. So many stars. So
many places to explore. Each as rich and unique as her own solar
system. The thought overwhelmed her.

“What did you mean, my song ‘is a sad one’?”
Ella asked suddenly, curious.

“I hear tragedy and rejection in your song.
The pain of loss.”

Ella stared at the little man, with his white
shirt and bowtie. How was he able to do this?

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ve had my share. My
parents kicked me out of the house when I was 16. I lived on the
streets for a while. Had some hard times. I was doing okay, though,
before I wound up here.”

“This is a beautiful place and time to be,”
Mukasa said.

Ella watched as the galaxy slipped past the
Raptor.

“I guess,” she said.

“Why did your parents reject you?”

“It’s complicated,” Ella answered. “They
didn’t like the fact that I like women. There are a lot of people
on Earth who believe that’s wrong, because their God or their
traditions say it is…”

“I’m familiar with that issue,” Mukasa said.
“I am from Earth.”

“Really?” Ella said, suddenly excited. “What
part?”

“Kampala, Uganda, initially,” Mukasa said.
“But my family emigrated to Canada when I was 11 years old.”

“Wow, seriously?” Ella exclaimed. “I travel
across the Universe, fighting aliens and visiting other planets,
and I meet a guy from Earth? Wow.”

“I’m not a ‘guy’,” Mukasa said.

“No?” Ella said.

“I was assigned female at birth, and my
presentation is masculine of center, but I identify as non-binary.
I prefer they/them pronouns.”

“Ok,” Ella said, “I can do that…”

“My family was never comfortable with my
identity,” Mukasa said. “They hold conservative religious values
regarding sexuality and gender identity. In addition, I was
diagnosed with autism as a teenager. They were very ashamed of me.
I was considered an embarrassment...”

“I’m sorry.” It was all Ella could think to
say.

“I’m not. I’m proud of who I am.”

The galaxy was receding into the distance.
Ella thought about Mukasa’s words. Although she felt for them, she
also took comfort in the fact that she wasn’t alone. Not as a queer
person rejected by her conservative family. Not in space, far from
Earth, in the Eonic Raptor.

“How did you end up out here?” Ella
asked.

“I go where the Song wants me to go,” Mukasa
said. “And recently, it told me to travel to the Great Tree of
Arboran, to join the Waerdians.”

“And then you just went?” Ella smirked. “How
do you just cross the Universe at will?”

“Same way as you,” Mukasa answered. “I was in
the right place at the right time. There are more aliens living on
Earth than you realize.”

They paused for a moment, gazing at the
galaxy far behind them now. “I enjoy being away from Earth in some
ways,” Mukasa continued. “Out here, they don’t consider race or
sexuality or age. We are simply human beings.”

Ella thought about that, and she decided they
were right. Everyone she’d met since leaving Earth seemed to take
her at face value, as an Earthling. It felt good not having her
race come up all the time. On Earth, living in a predominantly
white community, race was a constant issue running through every
interaction she had. In the course of her life, she’d endured
everything from overt racial slurs to more subtle annoyances, like
someone asking where she’s from, or being offered an unsolicited
story about immigration or a “Spanish” friend they’d had in the
fourth grade. At root was the same message, spoken over and over in
a thousand different ways; you’re different than me, and I feel
anxious about it.

“I’ve noticed that,” Ella said. “But they do
make a big deal about gender, don’t they?. Especially the Patronis
Corporation.”

The lounge grew a little brighter. The void
of deep space gave way to millions of shining stars, each a tiny
pinprick of light. They had entered a galaxy.

“Wow,” Ella said.

“We are privileged to see this,” Mukasa
said.

They paused, watching the stars streak
by.

“You were right about the Great Tree, on
Arboran,” Mukasa said suddenly. “It did not care if we remained
with it as it passed. In fact, the Great Tree was so old, the time
we shared was only a fleeting moment in its long life. It was ready
to die, the last of its kind, surviving on toxic water and choking
on polluted air. It had suffered long enough…”

“I understand how that feels.”

“I can hear that,” Mukasa said, “in your
song.”

Suddenly, the Raptor fell out of warped
space, and Ella had that feeling again, as if small waves were
rippling through her body. Below them, Samson sprawled out,
impossibly big, light blue from horizon to horizon. Close to them,
a little cloud-covered planet orbited Samson’s equator, looking
like a single drop of black ink on a sheet of blue paper.

“We’re here,” Mukasa said.

 


 CHAPTER NINE

Gran Edonn

“What is Gran Edonn?” you ask. The answer?
It was a forgotten oddity before Ella and the crew got there. No
one remembered the lonely piece of rock at all. If you were to
thumb through the 13,312-volume treatise entitled “The Unabridged
History of the Universe” (the last copy resting in a dusty corner
of the Patronis library), and you were to stumble onto Footnote 207
in an article entitled “Ancient Folklore: The Makers,” you would
find this excerpt:

Fn207 — “Gran Edonn is the largest moon of
the gas giant Samson, and is perhaps the most biodiverse planetoid
in the Universe. Legendary home of one of the six Hailing Temples,
it was once considered a masterwork of Maker ingenuity: a rich
garden-moon of magnificent beauty. Its location is now lost to
history, and the few who remember its name consider it no more than
a creation myth.”

Unfortunately, the crew of the Raptor did
not have access to this particular tome of knowledge. And if they
had, it is unlikely they would have ever stumbled across Footnote
207 on page 658 in Volume 8,473. In fact, the chances of them
having an up-to-date Patronis library card with no fines, finding
the treatise, pulling that specific volume and thumbing to Footnote
207 are roughly equal to that of being attacked by a Long-Legged
Moonwalking Maggot Monster.

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

The Raptor sank into the thick atmosphere of
Gran Edonn, and the Waerdians were excited. Rivermoon was giving a
speech.

“Gran Edonn,” he said, “we have travelled a
great distance to grace your presence; to listen to your Song, to
witness what the Makers have made. Today, we hail our Creators, and
uncover the secrets of the Universe.”

“That was beautiful,” Squatch said. “Can you,
uh, can you pass the bong?”

“I’ve got Dust too,” Nebulana whispered,
passing the smoking glass cylinder to the Grumscudder. “Want
some?”

“No thanks,” Squatch said. “That shit’s too
wild for me...”

Noowt and Ella were sitting at the helm,
trying to find a place to land, relieved to be getting back to
business.

“I can’t see anything,” Noowt said. “And all
my scanners are picking up is life.”

“Life?” Ella said. “That’s good, right?”

“I don’t know… usually,” it answered. “This
is all life, though. I can’t find anything solid down there.”

As Noowt flew low over the moon’s surface,
Ella got up to check on the Seirenes. She’d left Sinoe in her cabin
last night and hadn’t been back. When Ella went back to her room,
she found Sinoe speaking with Mukasa. Laope had a worried look on
her face, and stroked Yin and Yang anxiously.

“Ella, come in,” Sinoe said. “Mukasa is
telling us it is not safe to set foot on the moon’s surface.”

“I am listening to the Song of this place,”
Mukasa said. “It is sick. Unusual. It is not friendly.”

“I’ll let Noowt know,” Ella said, leaving the
cabin in a hurry. By the time she reached the helm, Noowt was in
the process of landing the ship. It had found a rocky knoll rising
out of the otherwise squishy, swampy surface of Gran Edonn.

“Noowt…”

“Hold on,” it said. “I’m trying to set
down...”

Ella waited until she felt the ship settle
into place. Noowt had to try several times to anchor the landing
gear. The ground was soft, and the ship kept losing purchase as it
lowered onto the knoll. Finally, Noowt found a secure spot, and
Ella heard the engines winding down.

“Ok, what did you want to tell me?”

“Mukasa,” Ella began, “they said it’s unsafe
to set foot on the moon. Something about it being unfriendly.”

“Unfriendly?”

“They didn’t explain, but after everything
we’ve seen so far, I trust them.”

Noowt took a second to process the news.

“Ok, we’ll explore the surface with a
shuttle. I have one that’s big enough to fit all of us,” Noowt
said. “But I haven’t used it in several cycles. NEURA will have to
run diagnostics and make sure it’s in full working condition.”

Noowt and Ella walked to the lounge together
to connect with the others. When they got there, they found
Squatch, alone, laying on the floor. He gave them a half-hearted
wave.

“Hey, Captain,” he said. “Ella…”

“Squatch,” Noowt asked, “where is everyone?
Where are the Waerdians?”

“I dunno,” Squatch said. “Haven’t seen em’ in
a little while.”

“How long?” Ella asked.

“Yeah, time’s a little weird for me right
now. Been awhile though…”

“NEURA, where are the Waerdians?”

“They extended the cargo bay ramp. They’re
leaving the ship…”

Noowt and Ella broke into a run toward the
cargo bay lift. “NEURA!” Noowt yelled. “Close the cargo bay doors!
Don’t let them outside!”

“I’m sorry Captain, but it’s too late,” NEURA
said.

Ella and Noowt slid onto the lift, which
immediately began to descend to the cargo bay level.

“NEURA, are Mukasa and the Seirenes with
them?” Ella asked.

“No,” NEURA said. “They are in your
cabin.”

“Yin and Yang?” Ella added.

“They are in your cabin as well.”

Ella felt relief as the cargo bay came into
view. My friends are safe, she thought, now all we have to do is
get these space hippies back in the ship.

The doors were wide open. Wisps of thick,
swirling mist seemed to crawl up the ramp, filling the cargo bay.
Ella could just make out the Waerdians through the fog. They were
standing in a circle at the end of the ramp, where the rocky knoll
met the slimy, ropey surface of the moon. The planet smelled like
death and rot, not unlike the swamps that Ella had encountered
growing up in the Pacific Northwest, only much stronger. There were
tree-like organisms rising out of the muck, looking grey and
ominous in the mist.

“Get inside!” Ella yelled as she and Noowt
approached the top of the ramp. “Hurry!” She could hear the Master
Waerdian’s voice through the mist, sounding hollow and muted.

“Here we are, my lovely tribe,” Rivermoon
proclaimed, hands high in the air. “Let us celebrate this beautiful
new world with song and dance and poetry. Let us experience the
delights of Gran Edonn, and commune with the natural world and its
sacred cycles of birth, death and rejuvenation!”

“Rivermoon! Everyone!” Ella yelled. “Get back
in the ship! It’s not safe!”

The Waerdians ignored them, spreading out to
look at the exotic flora and fauna. Rivermoon ran to the nearest
tree, wrapping his open arms around its trunk.

The tree hugged him back.

Vines whipped violently around his body,
pulling him hard against the trunk. Ella heard what sounded like
the beginning of a scream, cut short as the vines cut through
Rivermoon’s body like an egg slicer. The “tree” lifted itself off
the ground, revealing a mouth lined with teeth and root-like
tentacles. Then, the creature lowered its mouth onto the pile of
gore.

The Waerdians screamed in horror. Starsign
backed away from the tree, hands to her mouth. The ropey surface of
the moon unraveled beneath her feet, becoming wild tentacles. A
gigantic worm-like creature pulled her into its mouth, and
disappeared under the surface. Nebulana was caught by the same kind
of monster that killed Rivermoon, a brief scream escaping her
lips.

“Come on,” Ella yelled to the surviving
Waerdians. “Run for it!”

The minstrels stood back-to-back, afraid to
move, instruments raised in self-defense.

“Noowt, we have to help them!” Ella
screamed.

“I don’t think we can. The armory’s too far
away,” Noowt said. “NEURA! Are there any weapons in here?”

“Yes,” NEURA answered. “Squatch stashed that
armload of rayguns under Ella’s mobile home, right under the front
door.”

Ella was already on her way. She ran as fast
as she could, rounding the end of the trailer and diving under the
front step. There they were, three rayguns. She pulled them out,
and ran back to the ramp, just in time to see a gigantic squid-like
creature crawling out of the muck. The three surviving Waerdians
were trapped. They couldn’t make it back to the ship through the
subterranean worms, and the squid-like beast was pulling itself
relentlessly toward them.

“Noowt,” Ella yelled, tossing a raygun into
its arms. Almost instantly, Noowt was firing at the squid creature.
It screamed; a bloodcurdling sound that made Ella want to hide. She
joined Noowt, the combined streams of plasma shriveling its
tentacles to no more than black ash as it crawled toward the
minstrels. It kept coming. Ella and Noowt concentrated fire on its
eyes and mouth. The creature continued to move toward the three
Waerdians, more through momentum than anything else, and it stopped
at their feet, blackened and smoking.

“Hang on,” Ella yelled down to them. “I’ll
get a bridge for you!”

Ella backed into the cargo bay, looking for
something she could use. There were large, square-shaped crates
along the perimeter. There was a handful of small machinery and
storage containers, none of which looked like they’d work.

Then, she saw the old aluminum ladder hanging
from the back of her trailer and lifted it off its hooks with one
hand.

“Noowt,” she said. “Can you throw this out to
them?”

Noowt grabbed the ladder with its free hand,
and threw it into Gran Edonn, just feet from the Minstrels.

“Grab the ladder and lay it on the ground
between you and the cargo ramp,” Ella instructed. “Use it as a
bridge. Hurry!”

Singulicity did as she was told. The ladder
was barely long enough to bridge the gap, but it put something
tangible between them and the underground worm creatures.

“Quick,” Noowt urged.

The Minstrels stepped on the ladder, careful
to walk on the rungs. Below them, a hole began to open up. Ella
fired into it with the raygun, and it closed again.

“Hurry!” she yelled.

Just then, a shadow appeared off to the side
of the ramp, and the Minstrels began to scream. Melodean lost his
balance and fell off the ladder, landing on the slimy, ropey
surface. In an instant, the ground came to life and pulled him
under, screaming.

Ella and Noowt couldn’t see what was making
the two surviving minstrels scream. Instinctively, they backed into
the cargo bay, rayguns leveled, putting some distance between
themselves and whatever was on its way. They saw the legs of the
creature first, insect-like. Two claws swooped down from above the
cargo bay door, grabbing the Waerdians, and lifting them up and out
of sight. Noowt and Ella heard screaming, and Nya-Nyee’s leg fell
from above, bouncing off the cargo ramp into Gran Edonn. A flying
creature, looking a little like a jellyfish, came out of the mist
and fought a subterranean worm for the prize.

“NEURA, close the cargo bay door!” Noowt
yelled.

The door raised slowly, and Ella and Noowt
heard the creature outside finishing off the two remaining
Waerdians in a brief cacophony of screams and breaking bones. Just
as the door rose to the threshold, the long-legged creature stepped
into the cargo bay. Ella and Noowt shot at the leg, but it had a
armored exoskeleton, and the damage was slow to take effect.

The thick door continued to rise, and before
it reached the top, the creature stepped into the cargo bay with
two more legs and lowered its body inside. It looked like a
gigantic Daddy Long Legs, with long skinny legs attached to a small
body. Only, in this case, the body was a maggot-like worm the size
of a bear. Two large claw arms were attached, like those of a
lobster, and it made a grab for Noowt, who backed away from it
easily, still shooting.

The cargo bay closed, severing the five legs
not already in the ship. The creature cried in pain and surprise,
spewing white fluid on the walls, and flailing awkwardly toward
them.

“Concentrate on the body!” Noowt yelled. “At
the mouth!”

The two of them retreated from the creature,
combining their beams. At nearly the same moment, their backs hit
the wall at the rear of the cargo bay. The creature’s body began to
darken, the combined plasma beams boring a hole into its mouth as
it screamed and writhed and flailed its way closer.

Then, suddenly, too close for comfort, it
fell dead, guts spilling out through the smoking hole in its face
and onto the cargo bay floor.

Ella’s chest heaved and her heart pounded.
She spared a glance at Noowt. “I think we killed it,” she said.

“ELLA!”

Her attention snapped back toward the
creature. Maggot-like worms were coming alive in its guts and
writhing their way toward them, mouths ringed with sharp teeth.
There were hundreds, and they were moving quickly. Ella and Noowt
opened fire.

“NEURA, bring the platform down!” it yelled,
and Ella felt the lift descending behind her, the metal sliding
down her back. Without taking her eyes off the approaching maggots,
she backed into the lift’s recess. One by one, the maggot-things
shriveled into lumps of charcoal as Ella and Noowt swept across
them with their energy beams.

“NEURA, bring it up!” Noowt yelled, and the
lift started to rise. “Stop!” it yelled again, and the platform
stopped instantly. Ella and Noowt were now five feet off the cargo
bay floor. They continued sweeping the beams back and forth,
killing the maggots from their raised perch.

Ella was relieved to see the little monsters
couldn’t climb the wall. She and Noowt were safe. From their
vantage point above the cargo bay, Ella and Noowt finished their
work. Ella’s raygun felt hot in her hands.

“NEURA, bring us up to the bridge. I want to
get out of here.”

“Where’re we going?” Ella asked.

“I don’t know,” it said. “Anywhere else.”

Squatch was still laying on the couches in
the lounge.

“Hey Squatch, thanks for being a lazy ass,”
Ella said. “Those rayguns you stashed under my house just saved our
lives.”

“Hey,” Squatch said, raising a hand. “Ain’t
no thing.”

The Seirenes appeared on the bridge with
Mukasa.

“Where are the Waerdians?” Sinoe asked.

“They’re dead,” Ella said. “Eaten…”

“Gran Edonn is dangerous,” Mukasa said.

“Understatement,” Ella said. “Where are Yin
and Yang?”

“We left them in your cabin,” Sinoe said. “We
thought they would be safe there.”

Noowt pulled back on the ship’s control
stick. Ella heard the sounds of the engines working hard below
deck.

“Something’s wrong, NEURA,” it said. “We’re
not moving.”

“It looks like the rocky knoll we set down on
is actually the shell of a gigantic creature. Its body has absorbed
our landing gear.”

“We can’t move?”

“No,” NEURA answered. “The creature is too
heavy to lift…”

“Then detach the landing gear…”

“Yes, Captain.”

A second later, they all felt the slight
rumble of the landing gear being released underneath them. When
they were free, the Raptor shot up quickly through the mist and
into the clouds above.

“This planet is horrifying,” Noowt said. “The
Diachron isn’t worth this…”

The crew of the Raptor sat in silence for a
moment, thinking about what it meant to quit at this point. They’d
gotten this far and had barely escaped Arboran with their lives.
But then, Arboran was nothing compared to Gran Edonn…

“Excuse me,” Mukasa said into the
silence.

“Yes?” Sinoe said.

“There’s a dead spot in the Song, not far
from here,” they said. “About 800 miles… that way…” Mukasa raised
an arm and pointed out into the thick mist.

“I don’t know…” Noowt said.

“The Oracle’s prophecy led us to the
Waerdians,” Sinoe said. “How can we go on without them?”

Ella thought for a moment, remembering the
story the Seirenes had shared in the lounge.

“The prophecy?” she asked. “What did it say
exactly?”

“You will find them on Arboran. They will
guide you with the Song. They occupy the wooden caverns, beneath
the last Great Tree,” Sinoe recounted.

“It was about Mukasa,” Ella said. “Mukasa
uses they/them pronouns. It wasn’t about the Waerdians at all…”

Ella’s words made them all stop and think.
They had rescued the Waerdians, though the entire troupe would have
died under the tree if they hadn’t intervened. The prophecy hadn’t
led them to Arboran to save their lives. It had led them to Mukasa,
the sole survivor, the only one with the gift of the Mindsong.

“We need to go check it out, Captain,” Ella
said.

“Yeah,” Noowt said, “I think you’re
right.”

* * *

“How did the Waerdians die?” Sinoe asked.

“I don’t think I can talk about it,” Ella
said. “Not yet.”

“I second that,” Noowt said.

The flight through the atmosphere was filled
with flying horrors of all shapes and sizes. Insect-like monsters
the size of small dogs landed on the helm’s portal, found the ship
inedible, and disappeared into the mist. Once or twice, something
akin to an octopus dangling from a balloon floated past the Raptor,
casting a pale shadow over the ship.

The “dead spot” Mukasa felt in the Song
turned out to be one of the most beautiful structures Ella had ever
laid eyes on. The atmosphere of Gran Edonn was so thick, the Raptor
might have collided with the structure were it not for Mukasa.

“Slow down,” they told Noowt. “We’re almost
there.”

“I don’t see anything...” Noowt began.

Then, there it was, a tremendous tower rising
up from the surface of Gran Edonn, seemingly constructed out of
flawless crystal. It glowed slightly in the mist, lit by some
mysterious power source. The structure was like a sparkling church
steeple, with complex patterns cut into the translucent
surface.

“Wow,” Ella said, awestruck.

“Look at that…” Noowt said softly. “It’s an
actual Hailing Temple. I’ve always heard about them, in my youth,
but I never thought… you know…”

“That the Makers were real?” Sinoe
interrupted. “They were. There was a Hailing Temple on Delphine
before the resettlement. The Makers lived side by side with our
families, before we were born. My grandmother told stories about
them. The hailing keys were handed down to us, and we’ve always
longed to use them, to ask them why…”

“Why what?” Ella asked.

“Why they left so suddenly,” Sinoe answered.
“No one knows the reason...”

Sinoe’s words resonated with something Ella
used to ponder in Sunday School. Where was God now? As a child, it
seemed to her that God simply lost interest in humanity. One
millennium, He’s speaking to people, flooding the Earth or parting
the Red Sea. The next, He’s gone.

“You referred to these things as ‘creators’,”
Ella said. “Are these Makers… are they, like, Gods?”

“In a way,” Sinoe explained. “They are the
beings who spread life across the Universe and guided its
evolution. Because of the work of the Makers, we are all related.
We all share the same basic DNA.”

Noowt flew the ship around the Hailing
Temple, looking for some kind of entrance. With the landing gear
gone, they would have to take a shuttle to the tower. Given the
creatures they had seen on the ground, and those flying through the
mist outside, Noowt wasn’t feeling good about piloting anything
smaller than the Raptor through the atmosphere of Gran Edonn. It
hoped they could get in and out of the tower quickly.

“Hey,” a deep voice said suddenly. “What’re
we lookin’ at here?”

It was Squatch, standing behind them, a
little under the weather. The group was too enthralled with the
Temple, too busy scanning for an entrance to answer him.

“Am I seeing things?” Squatch continued. “Cuz
I’ve been seeing things, like, for hours.”

“It’s a Hailing Temple,” Mukasa said plainly.
“We are looking for a way inside.”

“There!” Noowt said suddenly. “I think I see
something…”

“I see it too,” Ella said. It looked like two
platforms spreading out from the top of the Temple like flower
petals, each with a beautiful arched doorway leading inside.

“Ok NEURA,” Noowt said. “That’s where we’re
going in. We’ll have to take a shuttle to the entrance. Can you
keep the Raptor close?”

“Yes. No problem, Captain.”

Noowt rotated in its chair to face the
others. “Sinoe, Laope, you’re going. You have the hailing keys.
Ella, I’d love to have you out there too… to help fight whatever
shows up.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Ella said.

“Mukasa,” Noowt continued, “if you’re
willing, we’d like you to come along. Your abilities might come in
handy.”

“I will go,” they said.

“Squatch, you’re more than welcome to stay on
the ship, and, you know, do whatever it is you do.”

“Not this time, Cap.”

“Wha?” Noowt said, surprised.

“I’ve been cooped up in this here ship since
we left Earth. I’d like to get out… get some fresh air.”

“Squatch,” Ella warned, “the Waerdians were
devoured by monsters on Gran Edonn just a few seconds after they
stepped foot off the ship. Noowt and I had to kill a giant crab
thing in the cargo bay. We almost died…”

“I think I’ll just stay and, uh, defend the
ship,” Squatch said, taking a seat in the old captain’s chair.

“Sounds good Squatch. You’re in charge of
security while we’re gone,” Noowt said, turning its attention to
the landing party. “Let’s do this…”

NEURA lowered the landing party into the
cargo bay, where the Raptor’s shuttle was waiting near the door.
The carcass of the creature Noowt and Ella had killed earlier was
being sliced into pieces and carried to the incinerator by cleaning
robots.

“That was the creature you battled?” Sinoe
asked.

“Yes,” Ella said. “It came in through the
doors when the Waerdians left the ship. It nearly killed us.”

“It’s dangerous out there,” Noowt said. “We
need to get from the shuttle to the Hailing Temple as fast as
possible. Limit your exposure to the outdoors as much as you can.
Oh, and Ella…”

Noowt pulled Ella’s Python out of its suit
and offered it to her.

“You might want this back,” it said.

Ella took the gun and held it in her hands
for a moment. The familiar weight and feel of the weapon lifted her
spirits, relieving some of the anxiety about the job ahead. She
disappeared into her trailer home for a few minutes and came out
with a pocketful of ammunition for the Python.

“If my raygun doesn’t work on these things,”
she said, “maybe bullets will.”

The five of them loaded into the shuttle, a
small craft that looked like a flying mini-van. No soccer games
today, she thought gravely as the craft raised slowly off the cargo
bay floor.

“Ready NEURA?” Noowt asked, holding the
ship’s controls in its hands.

“Yes,” NEURA said. “When the doors open, the
platform will be right in front of you. I will count down from
five…”

The crew waited with bated breath for the
countdown to begin.

“5… 4… 3… 2… 1…”

The cargo door began to descend. Almost
immediately, a gigantic tentacled bug flew in, and settled on one
of the cargo bay walls. It was the size of a love seat.

“Uggh,” Noowt said. “We’ll have to kill it
when we get back.”

“Maybe Squatch could handle it,” Ella
suggested.

“Yeah, I like it,” Noowt said
enthusiastically. “Did you hear that, NEURA? See if Squatch can
kill the creature in the cargo bay while we’re gone.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The shuttle cleared the doors and flew
straight toward the landing platform. Ella looked back at the
Raptor, at the cargo doors closing swiftly behind them. She felt
suddenly vulnerable out here in the mist. Noowt landed the shuttle
on the platform without incident, maneuvering the craft’s side
doors so that they were just a few feet from the Temple
entrance.

“Everyone, when I open these doors, we get
into the Temple as fast as possible,” Noowt instructed.

They all prepared.

“Get ready,” Noowt said, hitting the door
button. “Go!”

The doors slid open, and Ella was the first
to jump out and run into the Temple, spinning to cover the others.
Sinoe and Laope were close behind, followed by Mukasa. Noowt took a
moment to close the shuttle door, and turned to join them inside.
It was tackled to the platform by something that looked like a
flying lobster.

Noowt struggled for a moment, then lifted the
creature off its suit, throwing the writhing beast to the ground.
Ella had a clear shot with her pistol, and took it, exploding the
monster out onto the platform with a few quick rounds. Something
landed on the carcass, devouring it as Noowt ran through the
entrance.

They were all in.

Unfortunately, there were no doors to the
Temple. The entrances would have to remain wide open. Due to the
translucent walls, they could be seen by the denizens of Gran Edonn
outside.

“What is this place made of? Glass?” Ella
asked.

“The temples were made of diamond, hewn to
the desired shape and anchored to the planet’s crust,” Sinoe said,
as they made their way down a spiral staircase.

“Diamonds?” Ella said. “How is that
possible?”

“A diamond. It was the Maker’s preferred
building material,” Sinoe said. “Created to withstand the ages.
That is why this is the last Temple remaining. The others were
found and dismantled for profit long ago.”

“I can see why this Temple is still
standing,” Noowt said. “Nothing could survive on this moon long
enough to tear it down.”

The group continued to descend the stairs,
deeper into the temple. The structure widened as they went, and
they could see the staircase opposite their own, beginning at the
other landing platform. The two staircases formed a kind of double
helix.

“I think I see something below,” Ella said.
“A room.”

The group picked up their pace, and the
spiral staircase opened into a large, cavernous chamber. The
ceiling rose to a point above them, and there was a low hum in the
air. In the center of the room, a chest-high stone arch stood like
a grey rainbow, its edges lined with a series of large diamonds. To
Ella, it looked like some kind of altar…

“We’re here,” Sinoe said, a note of awe in
her voice. “The Hailing Temple.”

The two women pulled the necklines of their
garments down and lifted the crystalline hailing keys out of their
clothing, where they hung on ancient chains. They pulled the
sparkling keys free of their catches. Without pomp or ceremony, the
Seirenes approached the alter, and inserted the keys into the two
slots on the stone arch. The diamonds on the alter began to glow
brightly. The humming sound, present from the moment they entered
the room, grew in intensity.

Nothing more happened.

The group stood there, looking around the
chamber and at one another. Noowt was the first to speak. “What
now?” it said.

“I am not sure,” Sinoe said. “That is all we
know to do.”

Noowt was getting agitated. “Seriously?” it
said.

“Yes,” Sinoe answered. “We were under the
impression that our keys were enough…”

The group stood silent, looking at one
another. No one had anything useful to say, until Noowt
exploded…

“I can’t believe it!” it yelled, bristling
with anger. “We come all this way. We fight giant bug creatures. A
whole group of Waerdians die! The Great Tree falls into the…” its
words trailed off. All the suit could do was stumble around the
chamber; its neural transmitters completely overwhelmed...

Then, two cats ran across the chamber floor.
Each took a place on the platforms flanking the altar and the
Hailing Temple came to life.

“Yin? Yang? How did you…” Ella stammered. She
hadn’t seen them enter the shuttle or follow them down into the
Temple. Her instinct was to pick them up, to keep them safe...

Mukasa stopped her. “Your animals are very
special,” they said.

The walls, ceilings and floors of the Hailing
Temple turned bright pink. The humming grew louder, until it was
almost deafening. Ella heard NEURA’s voice over Noowt’s wrist
display.

“Captain, are you okay in there?”

“Yes,” Noowt asked. “Why?”

“The Temple is shooting some kind of beam
into space. The energy it’s putting out is off the charts…”

“We can’t feel it or see it in here,” Noowt
said. “We’re fine.”

Above the platform, a three-dimensional
hologram began to form, unfocused at first, but coalescing more and
more with each passing second. Ella saw a figure emerging. A tall,
glowing being. Her skin — the color of lilac — was flawlessly
smooth and free of hair. She was wrapped loosely in white robes
cascading to the ground around her feet. Her eyes glowed a soft
white, as if lit from within.

“You have hailed us,” the Maker said. “We are
here for you…”

 CHAPTER TEN

The Makers

Who, or what, is God? Can He — or She or
They or Them or It or Us — really be defined? Which old book, which
religion, which tradition, guru or YouTube evangelist has it right?
Is there a Right? Isn’t Righteousness just relative, in the
end?

Ok, enough with the questions. My head
hurts…

If you asked most anyone in the known
Universe what “God” is, they’d answer, “The Makers,” and give you a
funny look, as if to say, “Why are you asking such an obvious
question?” Nearly every civilization in the Universe claims a
connection to these divine beings — these wise entities who helped
their race evolve to full consciousness and self-awareness — and
many retain artifacts created by the Makers themselves. The
“Maker’s Marks” found on these objects are consistent across the
Universe. Sure, no one can read them, but they look the same, and
they’re old, so the Makers are God, our Creators from the Heavens,
and that’s that.

Only a few worlds in the Universe continue
to struggle with the concept of God, Earth being one of them. While
most life on Earth remembers the Makers, humans continue to muck
about with religious ideology. Is God a single entity, or a
plethora of entities? Is God Nature, or is God metaphysical? Was
God revealed to a few select Prophets, or does God dwell within
each of us? Most beings in the Known Universe attribute this
religious confusion to the fact that the Makers had a short stay on
Earth. They’d come to complete the evolutionary development of the
elephant and the dolphin, and — within minutes of arrival — were
bludgeoned to death by a group of upright apes.

The rest is history — or herstory, or
theirstory, or ourstory.

And while we are in the business of
revealing ancient truths, I have to add that Jesus was a Waerdian.
Everyone agrees on that.

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

Squatch was still sitting in the old
captain’s chair when NEURA gave him the order.

“Squatch,” NEURA said. “The captain would
like you to kill a bug in the cargo bay.”

“What? A bug?” he said. “What kind?”

“A big one. Looks a little like a giant
cockroach, only with tentacles instead of legs. Came in when the
shuttle left the cargo bay.”

“Cockroach?” Squatch said, getting to his
feet. “No problem. Kill em’ all the time. They love me.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Me either,” he said, steeling himself.
“Light the way.”

Small yellow squares lit a path to the cargo
bay lift.

“You’ll need a raygun,” NEURA said.

“Nah… got my feet. It’s why they call
m’Bigfoot.”

“Ok. Have it your way.”

Squatch stepped onto the large yellow square
in the lift’s recess. It began to descend.

“Alright,” Squatch said, mainly to himself.
“Lemme get an eyeful o’this sucker…”

The bug came into view, crawling lazily along
the wall of the cargo bay, stretching its membranous wings. They
spanned the height of Ella’s trailer.

“Take’r back up,” Squatch said anxiously, and
the lift reversed direction.

“Already? All you have to do is step on it,
right?”

It took Squatch a while to respond to NEURA’s
question. His heart was pounding in his chest. Eventually, he
managed a few shaky words.

“I need a raygun.”

* * *

The Maker scanned the group, taking them all
in. The being smiled softly. After a time, she spoke.

“An interesting grouping,” the Maker said.
“An Arboranean, two Delphinians, and two Earthlings. How did you
find one another?”

The Seirenes were staring at the Maker with
expressions of awe. They had waited thousands of years for this
moment, thousands of years to ask a question. Here they were,
finally…

“We’re looking for the Diachron,” Noowt said
immediately. “Can you tell us where we can find it?”

“I cannot,” the Maker said. “It is lost.”

“What do you mean, lost?” Noowt said, getting
angry again. The events of the last few days had taken an emotional
toll on the Arboranean, and it was starting to show. “You don’t
know what we’ve been through to get here. This Gran Edonn? It’s the
worst place I’ve ever been, and — ”

“The Diachron is no longer under our
stewardship,” the Maker said, interrupting Noowt’s tirade. “It has
been stolen.”

“Hey. Everyone…” Ella said suddenly.
“Look…”

The group looked at Ella and followed her
gaze. Through the diamond walls, they could see the underside of
thousands of creatures slithering and scurrying on the outside of
the Temple, trying to find a way in.

“I can hear them,” Mukasa said. “They are
attracted to the light. They can see us…”

“Ella!” Noowt yelled. “Cover the
stairways!”

Sinoe used the distraction to ask their
question.

“Maker,” she said. “Why did you abandon
us?”

The Maker looked upon the two women with an
expression of sorrow.

“We did not wish to leave you,” the being
said. “We were forced to abandon our work when the Diachron was
removed from the Crossways...”

“We do not understand,” Sinoe said.

“The Diachron is the element that sparked the
Great Explosion. It continues to sustain the cosmos,” the Maker
began. “In its rightful position at the Crossways — at the center
of all things — the Diachron balances the flow of energy through
the Universe. It is a conduit through which power is focused and
distributed. We who evolved at the Crossways are nourished by this
river of energy.”

Ella wasn’t listening. She was too busy
watching the stairways curving down from above. She didn’t want to
think about the creatures outside finding their way in. She’d
watched the Waerdians die, and the thought of going out that way
was horrifying.

“It was stolen?” Noowt said.

“Yes,” the Maker said. “When it rests at its
rightful place at the Crossways, we can move freely through the
Universe, feeding off the energy emanating from the Diachron. When
it was stolen — when the flow of energy through the cosmos was
placed off balance — we were forced to return to the Crossways.
Here, there remains a confluence of energy. With it, we continue to
survive. Without the Diachron, the flow is weak, unbalanced and
chaotic. As a result, the life and vitality of the Universe is
slowly dimming… drifting into disorder and entropy.”

“Are you telling us the Universe is dying?”
Sinoe asked.

* * *

Squatch chose a raygun, the biggest one he
could find. It was in the back of the armory, collecting dust.

“That’s actually a laser cannon,” NEURA said.
“People generally mount those to things like military starships and
tanks.”

“Will it do the trick?”

“Uh… yeah.”

“Good,” Squatch said, missing NEURA’s
sarcasm. “Let’s take care of this thing.”

Squatch walked to the lift and waited for it
to descend. “Why aren’t we going down?” he said after a time.

“I’m sorry,” NEURA said. “I can’t allow you
to use that cannon inside the ship.”

Squatch let out a heavy sigh. “Look,” he
said. “Am I not a crew member?”

“You are…”

“And did th’ captain not say I was t’head up
security?” Squatch continued.

“He did,” NEURA said. “I’m not sure he meant
that literally, but technically, yes.”

“Then, as a registered crew member of
th’Eonic Raptor, and head o’security, I will have you take me down
to th’cargo bay.”

NEURA sighed and the lift began to
descend.

Squatch scanned the cargo bay for the bug and
found it not too far from the place where he’d last seen it. Here
we go, he thought, lifting the cannon and resting it on his
shoulder. He aimed the barrel carefully and pushed the button. A
gigantic blast of light energy hit the bug and exploded it to ashes
instantly. Behind the bug, the metallic wall of the cargo bay was
cratered. Molten metal dripped out of the hole in the wall, and
collected in pools on the shiny floor.

“I think you got it,” NEURA said.

Squatch took the laser cannon off his
shoulder. The barrel was hot to the touch. He noticed the fur
closest to the barrel was lightly singed, and the smell of it
filled the air.

“I, uh, I think I busted th’wall…”

“Yep.”

“Do y’think the captain’s going to mind?”

“Yeah.”

“The cap really loves this ship…”

“So much…”

“All that, uh, bravado about blowing people
out the airlock?” Squatch asked probingly. “It’s never actually
done that, right?”

“Several times.”

“I see,” Squatch said.

He stood there in silence, looking at the
crater in the wall. The metal had already cooled. The drips looked
like streaks of dried candle wax. Before he could formulate an
escape plan, NEURA chimed in, her voice sounding anxious.

“Squatch, I think the crew’s in trouble out
there…”

“Why?” he asked. “What’s happening?”

“The temple…” NEURA said. “It’s covered in…
in things, and it looks like they’re swarming close to the
entrances…”

“Shit,” Squatch said, lifting the laser
cannon back onto his shoulder. “Guess we’d better help 'em
out.”

* * *

The Maker gazed down upon the five of them,
meeting their concerned expressions.

“Yes,” the Maker said. “The Universe is
dying.”

“What does that mean?” Sinoe asked.

“Take this moon, Gran Edonn,” the Maker said.
“It was once a paradise. Crystal clear waters teemed with colorful
marine life. Forested hills of tall, flowering trees provided
habitat for millions of species. Delicate birds filled the sapphire
blue skies. Look at it now. The flow of energy — once balanced and
available to all worlds — no longer touches Gran Edonn. As a
result, it has become twisted and sick… competitive evolution
without an opposing force.”

“What is the opposing force?” Sinoe
asked.

“Love. Virtue. Generosity. An appreciation
for the greater good. A guiding hand.”

“But this moon is an extreme case,” Noowt
said, keeping an eye on the staircases with Ella. “It’s not this
bad everywhere.”

“Isn’t it?” the Maker said. “Is war not
brewing in the Universe as we speak? What is the difference? These
creatures are at war with one another. Only the strong survive.
Isn’t that the true aim of war? To eradicate opposition through
brute force? To prey on the weak?”

“It is,” Noowt admitted. “Yeah, but that’s —
”

“It is indistinguishable,” the Maker said.
“It is power, without love, conflict without compassion…”

“Is there a way to reverse this process?”
Sinoe asked. “To save the Universe?”

“Find the Diachron, and bring it to us,” the
Maker answered. “We will return the Diachron to its rightful place
at the Crossways. Only then, when the balance of energy is
restored, will the Universe begin to heal. Find the Diachron, or
what has happened on Gran Edonn will become our collective
future.”

“How do we find it?” Sinoe asked.

“It was stolen by one of our kind, a Maker
obsessed with material wealth and carnal pursuits. He took the
Diachron and used its power to generate wealth and prestige. He is
the founder of the Patronis Corporation.”

“Who?” Noowt said, incredulous. “Philoman
Patronis?”

“We do not know the form or the name he has
chosen,” the Maker said. “Only that he continues to hold the
Diachron in his possession.”

“The creatures have found the entrance to the
Temple,” Mukasa said suddenly. “They’re coming for us.”

“Mukasa’s right!” Ella yelled. “I can see
them, coming down the staircases!” Everyone looked up and saw two
streams of darkness descending toward them; like India ink sinking
through a clear twisty straw. The creatures were coming fast.

“Maker,” Sinoe said. “How do we find you,
when we retrieve the Diachron?”

“Do not worry,” she answered. “It will show
you the way.”

“Quick!” Noowt ordered. “Sinoe, Laope,
Mukasa, get behind Ella and me!”

The three did as they were told. Noowt pulled
its raygun out of the compartment in its suit.

“Can you use that thing in here?” Ella asked,
anxious about firing a raygun in what was essentially a gigantic
prism.

“Yes,” Noowt said. “It fires plasma. I
wouldn’t use a laser in here, though. The beam would probably split
thousands of times and kill us all.”

The creatures of Gran Edonn were close. Ella
could see more definition now. She could hear the rustle of a
thousand legs, tentacles and fluttering wings. She saw the same
thing that flew into the cargo bay on their way out of the Raptor,
the creature that attacked Noowt on the platform, and hundreds of
others. An army of indescribable monsters, making their way into
the chamber to devour them.

Ella had a pistol in one hand, and her raygun
in the other. When the first creature came shooting out of the
staircase, screaming wildly, she hit it with a blast of plasma. The
creature shriveled into ash, just as the next three leapt over its
charred body.

BLAM!

BLAM! BLAM!

Three shots from her pistol, exploding the
faces of the creatures, sending their entrails flying backward into
the onslaught. She used the raygun again. She heard Noowt doing the
same, covering the opposite staircase. The dead carcasses were
piling up near the bottom rung of the stairs, but a steady stream
of monsters continued to pour into the chamber. The pile of dead
carcasses crept closer and closer to Noowt and Ella.

“Captain!” NEURA said over Noowt’s intercom.
“Squatch is about the fire your old laser cannon into the
Temple!”

“What!?!” Noowt said, panic rising in its
voice. “Everyone under the stone arch! Now!” Noowt yelled, pushing
everyone in that direction, and pulling Ella by the back of her
coat.

They all crammed under the arch. Yin and Yang
jumped from their platforms to join them. The slight distraction
allowed several creatures to get close, and Ella shot them with her
pistol. Then, suddenly…

… the whole world lit up.

Squatch, standing in the open cargo bay of
the Raptor, fired the laser cannon at the bugs on the outside of
the Hailing Temple, ignoring NEURA’s warnings. The word “prism”
meant nothing to him. All he really knew was the laser cannon was
powerful and that it would kill the bugs dead.

It did.

The intense laser blast hit the temple,
splitting the beam into a rainbow of deadly light rays, bouncing in
a thousand directions through the structure. The creatures on the
shell of the Temple shriveled instantly. Those in the staircases of
the main chamber of the Hailing Temple did the same. In an instant,
Noowt, Ella and the rest were alone again, blinking away the flash
blindness and trying not to inhale the ashen remains of the
monsters. Sheltered under the stone arch, they’d all survived the
blast.

Ella recognized the opportunity. “Quick,
let’s get out of here before more of them show up to take their
place!”

“NEURA,” Noowt said, “don’t let Squatch fire
that thing into the Temple again! We’re coming out!”

The five of them ran up the spiral staircase.
By the time they got to the platform, the creatures were
congregating on the walls of the archways. Noowt cleared a path
with its raygun and went out first, opening the door to the
shuttle. Several creatures attacked Noowt, and Ella shot them off
with her pistol. Sinoe and Laope dove into the shuttle, followed by
the cats and Mukasa. Noowt rolled into the pilot’s seat as Ella
backed into the small craft, shooting anything that tried to enter
as the door slid closed.

Noowt flew the shuttle off the landing
platform, making a beeline straight for the Eonic Raptor. Though
the journey was less than 100 yards, Ella could feel the shuttle
being pummeled with the bodies of attacking creatures. Squatch,
still standing at the open cargo bay doors with the laser cannon,
shot attacking creatures out of the sky, exploding them into clouds
of dust. The Grumscudder jumped out of the way as the shuttle slid
violently into the cargo bay, covered in creatures. NEURA closed
the cargo bay doors as quickly as she could. As Ella stepped out of
the shuttle, she shot the remaining creatures off the vehicle.

“NEURA, get us into space!” Noowt yelled, and
they all felt their weight double as the ship shot straight up
through the atmosphere of Gran Edonn. The additional g-forces
caused a hidden creature to drop from the cargo bay ceiling,
landing on the floor near Ella and the Seirenes. It slithered
toward them, gnashing its razor-sharp teeth. Ella aimed and fired
her Colt…

CLICK… CLICK…

The gun was out of ammunition. The creature
was nearly upon her as she reached for her raygun.

STOMP!

Squatch’s foot smashed the creature into the
cargo bay floor, its guts spurting out in every direction. Ella
looked up at Squatch, at his dumb, ugly face. His beautiful, dumb
ugly face…

“Took care a’that one,” he said.

Ella dove forward, wrapping her arms around
the Grumscudder.

“Thank you!” she said.

The Seirenes joined her, embracing
Squatch.

“You saved our lives…” Sinoe said softly.

Noowt walked up to Squatch, who became
visibly anxious. “Look, I’m sorry about the cargo bay, I-,” he
began.

“Don’t worry about it,” Noowt interrupted,
offering its hand. “You saved our lives. That’s all that
matters.”

Squatch took Noowt’s hand and shook. It was
the first handshake he’d ever experienced. No one had ever shown
him that much respect.

Mukasa watched the scene from the seat of the
shuttle, smiling. They got to their feet, trembling, took a
tentative step out into the cargo bay, and fell to the floor.

“Mukasa!” Sinoe yelled, and she and Laope
bent down to help them.

Ella joined them, stooping over to
investigate. She flipped Mukasa over, and saw that something had
burned through their shirt, leaving a bloody streak up the side of
their torso.

“They were hit by the laser,” Ella said.
“They need medical attention!”

Noowt picked Mukasa up off the ground,
throwing them over its shoulder. “I’ll get them to the sick bay.
Come lend a hand…”

The crew, shaken from their experiences on
Gran Edonn, followed Noowt to the sick bay, NEURA lighting the
way…

 PART III

“These so-called Sisters and their
‘Intergalactic Fempire’… they hate our way of life. They hate hard
work and success. If they had it their way, you wouldn’t HAVE the
freedom to build something with your own two hands. You wouldn’t
HAVE the option to reap what you sow. No. Their so-called
government would rather take your money than earn its own.”

— Philoman Patronis, Founder of the Patronis
Corporation

“The philosophy of Philoman Patronis is no
more than a poor justification for the systems of oppression that
he and his cronies rely on for their power, wealth and status. He’s
only filthy stinking rich if we believe in the social constructs
that protect him. If Philoman doesn’t check his male-cis-humanoid
privilege, we’ll check it for him.”

— The Sisters of Aeron, Co-Presidents of the
Federation of Safe Space.

 CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Patronis
Corporation

There is a mysterious force in the Universe.
It surrounds us, flows through us, and binds us together. I know
what you’re thinking, and no, it’s not that one. It is the
Invisible Hand of the free market, creating balance between the
forces of supply and demand.

No entity in the Universe is better suited
to meet that demand than the Patronis Corporation, whose holdings
span over 1,250 planets and 300,000 non-planetary assets, 3,200,000
brick and mortar outlets and one gigantic online store. If you live
in the known Universe, chances are you shop at, work for, eat food
grown by, wear clothing designed by, drink water owned by, or
otherwise fill your life with products and services provided by,
the Patronis Corporation.

Founded in the Patronis Cycle 0, the rise of
the Patronis Corporation is due solely to the work of entrepreneur,
venture capitalist, visionary captain of industry and founder:
Philoman Patronis. Orphaned at a young age, Philoman made his first
CREDITS shining footwear on the filthy streets of Patronis City
(then Galactus). From those early days, Mr. Patronis worked harder
than you ever will, and funneled his meager shoe-shining earnings
into a series of wise business ventures and innovative investments
that led to the Patronis Corporation we know and love today.

Inspiring. Uplifting. Holiness to the
Founder.

Please take a moment to visit the gift shop
as you leave the building, and sample our new Flaming Hot Patronis
Cheese Crisps; three hundred times the flavor, half the
calories.

— Excerpt from the “Philoman: Man, Myth,
Legend” page, Patronis Tower Lobby Kiosk

* * *

The Eonic Raptor hurtled through space, the
group sitting somberly on couches and chairs in the crew lounge.
Ella was on her third Bud Light from the printer and she was
feeling buzzed. Unfortunately, it wasn’t helping her mood. Though
Ella was teasing Squatch at the moment, they were all worried about
Mukasa.

“Did you see the way this guy looked?” Ella
said, patting Squatch’s arm. “Standing in the cargo bay doors with
a laser cannon on his shoulder?”

“Like a fur coat had sex with Rambo…” Noowt
joked.

They all laughed.

“Squatch,” Ella continued. “You know what we
need to get you?”

“What?” he asked cautiously.

“A bandolier.”

The crew giggled softly.

“Why?” Squatch asked. “What is it?”

The crew giggled a little harder.

“Wha?” Squatch began, and then his face sunk.
“Oh…”

They all burst out laughing.

“I know where you guys are going with this,
and I don’t like it,” Squatch said.

When the laughter died down, Ella apologized.
“I’m sorry Squatch,” she said. “I was just kidding around.”

“I don’t think it’s funny,” Squatch pouted.
“Grumscudders are sensitive about Chewbacca jokes.”

“I didn’t know!” Ella said. “I’m sorry!”

“NEURA, how is Mukasa?” Noowt said suddenly,
acknowledging the elephant in the room. It had been over a
half-hour since the last check-in. For a time, Mukasa had been in
shock, and the medic bots could not stabilize them. Mukasa’s
heartbeat in particular was fast and erratic.

“Mukasa is now in stable condition,” NEURA
said. “They are in suspended animation until replacement tissues
can be printed and grafted. The wound was cauterized by the laser
when they were hit. There is no infection.”

The crew said nothing, but breathed a
collective sigh of relief. Gran Edonn had been a nightmarish
experience for them. On the one hand, they were happy to be alive.
On the other, each of them was struggling with traumatic emotions
from the experience. Ella suffered flashbacks the entire night,
seeing the Waerdian’s gruesome deaths over and over in her mind. It
seemed every time she closed her eyes, there was one foul creature
or another waiting to attack her on the inside of her eyelids. If
Squatch hadn’t fired that laser cannon when he did, her own death
might have looked very similar to the Waerdians.

Eventually, Ella broke the silence with a
question.

“Where are we going next?”

“Planet Patronis,” Noowt said. “NEURA and I
figured we’d just go right to the place where Philoman Patronis
lives… right to where it all started.”

“We’re going to do this then?” Ella asked.
“We’re going to try to get this Diachron thing?”

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “The Universe is dying. We
have to.”

“Why us?” Ella asked. “Why don’t these Makers
just do it themselves?”

“There is insufficient energy outside the
Crossways to sustain them,” Sinoe answered.

“What’s in it for you?” Ella asked, looking
at Noowt.

“Seems like the right thing to do,” Noowt
said.

Ella gave it an unbelieving look. “Really?
That’s your motivation? I find that hard to believe…”

“Well, yeah, that and I’d like to meet
Philoman Patronis in person,” Noowt answered sheepishly.

“There it is,” Squatch muttered.

“He seems like a reasonable guy!” Noowt
pleaded. “If we explain all of this to him, you know, maybe…”

“No,” Ella interrupted. “He won’t give it up
without a fight. That thing helped make him rich. It won’t matter
to him if the Universe is dying.”

“We’ll see,” Noowt said. “And, maybe it’ll
make me filthy rich too. Maybe the Makers will reward me with one
of those diamond castles they create…”

Ella took a deep swig of the last Bud Light
she’d printed in the galley, finishing it off in one big gulp.
Noowt had started this adventure to get its hands on the Diachron.
She didn’t think anything had changed. The Arboranean was still
motivated by money.

“So this Philoman guy lives on Patronis
then?” Ella asked. “Has anyone ever been there? Do we know what to
expect?”

“No,” Noowt said. “Patronis is gated.”

“Gated?” Ella said, puzzled.

“Yes,” Noowt said. “The planet is surrounded
by a powerful one-way shield. You can leave, but you can’t get in
unless you enter through a security gate. NEURA and I are trying to
come up with a plan to get past it.”

“Do you need an access code or something to
land?” Ella asked.

“No,” NEURA said. “You’ve got to be on The
List.”

“And we’re nowhere near being on The List,”
Noowt added. “We’re exploring the possibility of registering as a
service vessel, or a licensed merchant. Does anyone here have a
skill or a license we can use?”

The crew was silent. Squatch raised his hand,
tentative.

“I’m a, uh, licensed sperm donor for, you
know, for the ladies back on Grumscudd,” he said. “Every so often,
I, yank it into these little capsules, and — ”

“Does anyone have a valuable skill, something
that’ll help us through the gate on Patronis?” Noowt
interrupted.

No one else raised their hand.

“Me either,” it added.

The crew sat there, thinking for a
moment.

“The Bi-Cyclical Shareholder’s Meeting is
happening very soon,” NEURA said, “If we bought even one share in
Patronis, they’d let us through the gate.”

“That’s a great idea!” Noowt said
enthusiastically. “How much would it cost to buy a share?”

“126,000 CREDITS,” NEURA said.

Ella noticed Noowt and the Seirenes slump in
their seats. Obviously, 126,000 CREDITS was a lot of money out
here.

“I don’t have that much to spare,” Noowt
said. “I doubt any of you have that many CREDITS…”

Squatch slowly raised his hand again.

“What is it Squatch?” Noowt asked.

Squatch lifted his wrist, showing everyone
the screen of the device he wore under a mat of greasy fur. “Well,
according to this here, I, uh, I think I’ve got 2,167,322
CREDITS.”

“What did you say?” Noowt said, leaning
forward to get a better look. “That can’t be right…”

“Well, I told ye I’ve been stuck on Earth for
over 300 years,” Squatch said, “and I’ve been sending m’seed in all
that time...”

Noowt looked at the wrist display.

“And you didn’t spend anything?” it
asked.

“Nah, I just mostly hung out in th’woods and
ate ‘shrooms…” Squatch answered. “My mom’s been puttin’ it all in
savings fer me…”

“Squatch,” Noowt said, stunned. “You’re
rich...”

* * *

As the Eonic Raptor approached Patronis, the
first thing Ella noticed was that the clouds on the planet hovered
over the surface in square shapes. Growing closer to the world, she
could see that the continents had geometric edges where they met
the oceans. It looked almost as if the entire planet were mapped
with a very low-resolution digital image.

“Look at the land,” Ella said. “It’s all
squared off.”

“Yeah,” Noowt said, “they sell rural land in
1,000 square mile parcels, and I mean perfectly square. Each parcel
is extremely expensive and owned by a member of the HOA. Renters
aren’t allowed on Patronis.”

“Why do the clouds look like that?” Ella
asked. “All squared off?”

“This planet is equipped with climate
control,” Noowt said. “Each property owner gets to choose the
weather they prefer.”

“Seriously?” Ella said, trying to imagine
what that would be like.

The shield around Patronis shimmered
occasionally, the result of space dust or small asteroids colliding
with the barrier. Aside from that shimmer, the shield was
completely invisible. Ella wondered if that was a passive way to
keep undesirables off the planet’s surface; that anyone who came to
Patronis and didn’t know about the gate would simply vaporize
against the shield barrier.

The gate, difficult to see at first, grew to
fill their entire porthole as they approached the planet. It was
constructed from thick, black iron beams, between which thin beams
curled and spiraled in ornate patterns.

“We’re being hailed,” NEURA said.

“Class D Patronis Cargo Vessel,” a deep voice
said suddenly, emanating from the bridge speakers, “what is your
business on Patronis?”

Noowt nodded to Squatch.

“I, uh…” Squatch said. “I’m here for the
shareholder’s meeting.”

“What is your planet of origin?”

“Uhhh, Grumscudd,” he answered
reluctantly.

The intercom was silent for a moment.

“Name?” the voice asked.

“Dunstun Fundlemucker, but m’friends call me
Squatch.”

Another long pause.

“There you are, Mr. Fundlemucker,” the voice
said, changing to a more friendly tone. “Welcome to Patronis.
Follow the homing beacon to the Shareholder’s Sanctuary. Our valet
service will help you from there. Enjoy your stay on Patronis.”

“Wow,” Noowt said, silencing the radio
connection. “The royal treatment. Remind me to buy stock in
Patronis.”

“You couldn’t afford it,” Squatch said.

The gigantic gate slid open, and Noowt pulled
the Eonic Raptor through. As he did, a prerecorded message came
over the bridge speakers, complete with inspirational orchestral
music:

"PLANET PATRONIS. BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE
PATRONIS CORPORATION"

“This place is ridiculous,” Ella said over
the swelling music.

As soon as the words came out of her mouth,
the message continued with a whispering echo, “Patronis, Patronis,
Patronis, Patronis…”

“I think it’s classy,” Squatch said.

The Raptor followed the homing beacon to a
city sitting on a harbor along an unnaturally straight coastline.
Adjacent to the harbor, hundreds of high-rise buildings were
clustered in a group. In the center, rising high above the others,
was a phallic-looking tower, emblazoned with a gigantic letter P.
Close to the ground, along four sides, huge screens projected the
image of Philoman Patronis on the walls of the tower.

“Subtle,” Ella said jokingly. “I think I’ve
seen that building in a Pure Romance catalogue…”

“That tower is the headquarters of the
Patronis Corporation,” Noowt said. “That’s where the beacon is
taking us. Must be where the Shareholder’s Meeting takes
place…”

“That is where we will find the Founder,”
Sinoe said. “He lives in a penthouse at the top of the tower.”

“How do you know that?” Ella asked.

“Everyone knows that,” Sinoe answered.

Noowt continued to guide the Raptor down into
the city. Ella saw that the entrance to the tower featured two
round structures, each reminding Ella of a glass Epcot Center. A
red carpet led from the street to a large arched entrance between
them, cutting through a vast garden of palm trees, fountains and
tropical plants. To Ella, the sight was reminiscent of the large
casinos that lined the strip in Las Vegas.

Where the red carpet met the street, a large
crowd was gathered. The carpet led into the ground floor of the
tower.

“This is where I’m being told to stop,” Noowt
said, falling into place behind a long line of luxury yachts and
sports cruisers. “Look at these ships!” it said. “I could make a
killing on Uner with one of these SkyYachts. They’re gorgeous…”

The Raptor edged its way toward the reception
crowd, ship by ship. The crew watched as a variety of species
exited the luxury vehicles, donned in extravagant suits and gowns,
some covered in jewels, others in the plumage of exotic birds and
the fur of rare animals.

“We’re up next,” Noowt said. “We’ll see if
our landing gear can hold the Raptor.”

On the way to Patronis, Ella and Noowt had
spent over seven hours in a crawlspace at the bottom of the ship,
welding spare metal beams to the remnants of the landing gear. It
was hard work, and Ella still had a few grease stains and burn
holes in her jeans from the procedure.

Several flaps under the Eonic Raptor opened,
and the welded, mismatched metal beams folded out, making contact
with the street.

“Letting the ship down now,” Noowt said.
“Hold on to something.” The weight of the ship began to bear on the
makeshift landing gear, and the Raptor settled, tipping slightly to
one side.

“Not bad,” Noowt said.

The crew stumbled down to the cargo bay,
trying to compensate for the downhill slope. Ella grabbed some
ammunition from her trailer home, and the crew gathered in front of
the ramp, looking one another up and down. Ella wore a jean jacket,
t-shirt and faded blue jeans, dotted here and there with mechanical
grease. Noowt looked good, as usual, in its shiny metallic suit.
Squatch looked mangy, greasy and dirty and had the scent to go with
it. Only the Seirenes, looking poised, statuesque and clean —
despite everything they’d been through on Gran Edonn — looked like
they belonged on a red carpet. They were wrapping scarves around
their heads to hide their identities.

“Ready for this?” Noowt asked.

They all nodded and voiced agreement.

“Here goes,” it said.

The ramp to the Eonic Raptor began to
descend. In one corner, the carcass of a creature from Gran Edonn —
its legs stuck in the cargo bay door — rolled out onto the red
carpet. The crowd backed away, some letting out little yelps of
fear. Squatch picked it up and tossed it into the gutter.

“Sorry 'bout that,” he announced. “Don’
worry, it's dead.”

Noowt and Ella walked out next, followed by
Mukasa and the Seirenes. The crowd eyed them suspiciously, and as
they stood there, a gigantic SNAP sound made them all duck for
cover. They turned just in time to see one of the legs of the
landing gear falling to the street with a loud CLANG. The Raptor
tipped at a sickening angle toward the street, then stopped, and
began to lift straight up into the air.

“I’ve got it,” NEURA said to Noowt. “I’ll
keep the Raptor in the air until you’re ready to go.”

The valet pilot watched the ship rise above
them.

“Guess we don’t need a valet,” Noowt said,
patting the pilot on the shoulder. “No tip for you.”

The crew walked along the red carpet, through
the garden toward the sanctuary, whispering to one another.

“Once we get into the building,” Noowt said,
“we’ll duck the meeting and try to make our way to the top of the
tower.”

Ella and the Seirenes nodded.

“What if there’s no way outta that meetin’?”
Squatch whispered.

“I don’t know,” Noowt said quietly. “We’ll
have to be alert. We don’t know what to expect in there, so we’ll
have to make it up as we go…”

As they neared the Sanctuary doors,
well-dressed men stepped out from the garden, spritzing them with
perfumes and handing them gift bags. One man approached them with a
metallic device. “Hot towel?” he asked, pulling a steaming towel
out of a device with a pair of tongs.

“Uh, sure,” Squatch said, taking the hot
towel with tentative fingers. Slightly confused, he placed the
towel behind him, ready to wipe his ass with it.

“No! Squatch,” Noowt said, “it’s for your
face… like this.” Noowt laid its towel over its holographic
dome.

“Oh, oh yeah, of course,” Squatch said,
embarrassed. He laid the towel over his face, covering his eyes,
nose and mouth. “Ohhh, that’s refreshing…”

As they approach the entrance to the
Shareholder’s Sanctuary, two extremely large guards stepped in
front of the door. A thin little man with a video display spoke to
them, while barely acknowledging their presence.

“Name,” he said.

“Squatch — er, Dunstun Fundlemucker,” Squatch
said.

“There you are sir,” the man said, a sudden
smile lighting his face. “Right this way.”

The man opened the door, and the crew stepped
forward. The large strong hands of the guards pulled Noowt, Ella
and the Seirenes back, their growls sounding like the low rumble of
an earthquake. Squatch disappeared inside.

“Names,” the man said.

“We’re with Mr. Fundlemucker,” Noowt
said.

The man looked up from his video display for
the first time, glancing quickly from Ella to Noowt to the
Seirenes, his eyes darting from face to face and up and down their
bodies.

“There are no women allowed in the
Sanctuary,” the man said.

“What?” Ella yelled.

“I’m not female,” Noowt said.

“You’re not a shareholder either,” the man
said. “Now please… there are men waiting behind you. Our ushers
will show you to the luxury mall and day spa. I think you’ll find
it most satisfying. Good day.”

With that, the four of them were edged to one
side by a guard.

“This way,” an usher said. “Follow me.” The
usher began to walk away from the Sanctuary, and Noowt, Ella and
the Seirenes remained where they were: stunned, confused, and
trying to figure out what to do next. The usher raised his voice.
“This way please.”

They didn’t know what else to do, so they
followed the usher. He led them through the gardens to the street,
where an elaborate stone path led away from Patronis Headquarters
and into a large glass dome, rising several hundred feet from
street level and taking up an entire city block.

“Right this way,” the usher led them across
the street, and stood to one side as they approached the dome. The
doors opened, and Ella could smell fragrant, flowery air waft out
from inside the structure. She could hear birdsong, women’s voices,
and the sound of running water.

“Here we are, ladies,” the usher said.
“Please, enter…”

“I’m not a lady,” Noowt said.

“Yes ma’am,” the usher said. “Please…” The
man bowed toward the door, waving his hand in that direction. “Go
ahead, let the men take care of business. Just relax and enjoy
yourselves…”

Ella glared at the man as the four of them
walked into the dome through a short, curtained hallway. At the
end, it opened dramatically… the dome rising high above them.

“Que linda,” Ella said. “Look at this
place!”

“Wow,” Noowt said.

Sinoe and Laope voicelessly gazed upon the
space. It was dominated by one gigantic flowering tree, soaring
high into the air, its petals raining softly onto the elaborate
gardens below. The space was brimming with lush plants, fountains
and waterfalls, and lily clad ponds filled with exotic fish.
Scattered here and there were tables and chairs on a series of
terraced patios, where well-dressed servers brought ornate plates
of food and slender glasses of wine. Around the perimeter of the
dome were shops: high-end clothing and shoe stores, hair and nail
salons, spas offering massage services and mineral pools, and a
bakery that made elaborate desserts. A large banner hung from the
curved ceiling, reading:

"PAMPER YOURSELF ON PATRONIS"

The four of them heard a door slam shut
behind them, and echo down the hallway, like a tomb being
sealed.

“Wait,” Ella said, running back to check it.
She slammed full tilt into an invisible barrier, which shimmered
and sent her reeling backward onto the floor.

“Ella!” Sinoe said in a panicked voice,
bending down with Laope to help her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Ella said, disoriented. “What was
that?”

“A unidirectional Invis-o-Shield,” Noowt
said. “We’re locked in here…”

“What about NEURA?” Ella said. “Maybe she can
help us find a way out…”

Noowt opened its communicator.

“NEURA?” it said. “NEURA, are you there?”
There was no reply, and it took a moment for Noowt to discover the
problem.

“What’s wrong?” Ella asked.

“They have a communications dampener in
here,” Noowt said. “We can’t contact the Raptor. We’re on our
own…”

* * *

NEURA took the Raptor straight into the air,
leaving the captain and its crew in the crowd below. The ship,
crippled and without proper landing gear, would have toppled into a
group of ultra-rich shareholders were it not for NEURA’s quick
processing and piloting capabilities.

The Raptor began to level out, and NEURA
chose to orbit the Patronis Tower so that the ship would be
available to the crew members if or when they needed it. They
seemed to have a knack for getting themselves into trouble lately,
especially since the captain chose to pursue the Diachron.

DING!

NEURA didn’t notice the chime, instead
checking and double-checking with flight control, the AI which
managed the many thousands of flying craft that navigated Patronis
City each day: personal transport, private security and fire
services, garbage removal, personal trainer and life coach delivery
services. There were no collisions to worry about.

DING! DING! DING!

NEURA noticed the chimes that time. Three
additional notifications from Patronis City Communications.

A deep voice came over the ship’s
loudspeakers.

“Your vessel has exceeded the maximum number
of complaints allowed by the Patronis City HOA…,” the voice
began.

NEURA was taken off guard. “I’m sorry, who is
this?” The voice went on as if NEURA hadn’t spoken. “…and is now
considered a ‘visual nuisance’ under Patronis City HOA Rules and
Regulations. Security has been notified, and will escort you to an
underground retention station. Thank you.”

“Visual nuisance?” NEURA said to herself.
“The Raptor’s just a standard cargo saucer — ”

“Unidentified eyesore,” a strong male voice
appeared over the intercom. “This is Patronis City Security.”

“This is the Eonic Raptor,” NEURA said. “I
copy.”

“Eonic Raptor,” the security officer said.
“Please follow our escort to the retention station. I repeat,
please follow our escort to the retention station.”

The ships in the security detail fell into a
single-file line along the Raptor, giving NEURA a moment to orient
to their flight path before taking a hard-turn down toward the city
streets. NEURA diagnosed the situation.

Do I follow? If I follow, can I be available
to the crew if needed? If I don’t follow, will I be available to
the crew if needed? Mukasa is still in suspended animation. Which
course of action will interfere the least with their recovery?

NEURA decided to follow the security escort,
calculating that Noowt would be less-inconvenienced and the crew
better-served if the Raptor weren’t involved in a high-speed chase
over the planet’s surface. The Raptor dove with the security
detail, and as they approached the street, a door slid open,
revealing an underground hangar. They entered, one after the other,
and the door slid closed behind them. They flew down a long tunnel
and passed hangar after hangar as they followed the escort, each
occupied by a less-than-stellar vessel of one kind or another.

“This is where you will be detained,” the
security officer said. “Please enter and prepare to be
anchored.”

“I don’t have landing gear,” NEURA said.

“Please enter the hangar. A landing platform
will be provided.”

NEURA moved the Raptor slowly into the
hangar, and four large beams, each with a round, spring-loaded
platform at the tip, emerged from the ground. NEURA lowered the
Raptor onto the platforms, and the ship fell into a secure resting
place.

“What now?” NEURA asked the officer.

“Your ship will be anchored into place until
3:00 AM tonight, when the majority of owners are asleep and there
is a low likelihood of creating further visual offense,” the
officer said. “At that time, you are asked to leave the planet
using the most direct route possible.”

NEURA could sense the ship being ratcheted
down onto the spring-loaded platforms; could see robotic arms
working with the thick nylon straps through the Raptor’s external
cameras. Soon, the robotic arms retreated, disappearing into panels
in the hangar walls.

“You are secure,” the officer said. “Enjoy
the rest of your stay on Patronis.”

In mere minutes, the Raptor had been
reported, intercepted and detained by the people of Patronis City.
They are nothing if not efficient, she thought to herself,
wondering what she would do if Noowt or the crew needed the
ship.

 CHAPTER TWELVE

Shareholder’s Meeting

Squatch stepped past the guards and into the
Sanctuary. All around him, there were humanoid men of various
cultures and species wearing business suits and talking in small
groups.

“Hey, captain,” Squatch said nervously,
turning to face his friends. “What should we do now? Should we…” It
was then that Squatch noticed he was alone; isolated in the
Shareholder’s Sanctuary at the Corporate headquarters of the
Patronis Corporation on planet Patronis with the wealthiest men in
the Universe…

A bolt of fear shot through Squatch’s body,
and he began spinning around, trying to find his friends in the
crowd of designer black and navy-blue business suits.

“Hey big fella,” a short round man said,
tapping him on the lower back. Squatch spun to face him. “You look
lost, brother. Can I help you?”

“Uhhh,” Squatch said. “My friends, uh, they
were right behind me. I don’ think they made it in...”

“Well maybe they didn’t deserve to be here
like you and I,” the man said. “Are you new here? I haven’t seen
your face before…”

“Yeah,” Squatch said. “S’my first time in
th’Sanctuary.”

The man chuckled. “Well, welcome to the
Patronis family, first timer,” he said. “We gotta get you through
the orientation process. Come with me.”

The little man cut a path through the room,
and Squatch struggled to follow. Soon, they came to a door on the
far side of the Sanctuary, and the man stood by it, looking up at
Squatch with a beaming smile.

“Orientation’s in here, brother,” he said,
nodding toward the door. “Just step on in, and they’ll take it from
there. Holiness to the Founder!”

“Uh, yeah, whatever,” Squatch said, opening
the door and stepping inside. “Thanks.”

The room was large, and pitch black except
for a few candles burning softly in the corners. In the middle of
the room, there was a faint light from above illuminating a
high-backed chair. An ominous voice rung out from the darkness.

“Sit.”

Squatch felt a pang of fear. “Who’s there?”
he called into the darkness. “Why’s the room so dark? Come out
where I can see ya’.”

“Sit,” another ominous voice instructed.

Squatch edged his way toward the chair.
“Fine, I’ll sit. But don’t jump out at me. I don’t like that.”

Squatch got to the chair, and sank backward
into it, keeping a careful eye on the darkness around him. This
wasn’t the orientation he was expecting. He was thinking it would
be more along the lines of name tags and introduction videos.

“What is your name, hairy one?” a third voice
called from the darkness.

“It’s, uh, Dunstun Fundlemucker, but I like
Squatch…”

Three robed figures stepped out of the
darkness and into the faint light. Squatch could barely see them as
it was, but their faces were completely hidden in shadow under
thick hoods.

“Dunstun Fundlemucker,” the middle figure
said, his voice rising and becoming almost frightening in tone.
“From this day onward, ye shall be known in the Shareholder’s
Sanctuary as… William.”

The figures on the left and right chanted
softly. “It has been spoken; it shall be so…”

“But,” Squatch said, “I don’t like th’name
William. Makes me sound like an asshole…”

“SILENCE!” the middle figure yelled, and
Squatch rocked back in his chair in fear and surprise.

“William is a good, solid name. There’s
nothing wrong with William,” the middle voice said.

“And, if you want to mix it up a little,”
added the hooded figure on the left, “you can go with Bill.”

“That’s right,” the middle figure said, his
tone still frightening. “You can go with Bill.”

“Okay. It’s fine,” Squatch said, his voice
trembling.

“Now,” the middle figure said, “ye shall take
the blood oath.”

“The blood what?”

“Repeat after the Oathmaster,” said the
hooded figure on the right.

“I, William, solemnly swear, that I will not
share the secrets of the Shareholder’s Sanctuary with anyone in the
known Universe…”

Squatch was slightly overwhelmed by the
number of words he had to remember.

“I, uh, Bill, solemnly swear that I will not
share the… um…”

“The Secrets of the Shareholder’s Sanctuary
with anyone in the known Universe…” the middle hooded figure
reminded him.

“Yeah,” Squatch said. “I swear to that.”

“AND,” the middle figure said, his voice once
again rising to a frightening pitch. “I bind myself to this oath
under penalty of having my throat cut ear to ear, my chest ripped
asunder and my bowels strewn forth so that I might become prey to
the Long-Legged Moonwalking Maggot Monster. “

“Look, guys,” Squatch began pleading, “I’m
not real comfortable with this, uh, kind o’language. I mean, it’s
real violent.”

“C’mon Bill,” the hooded figure on the left
said. “Just agree to it, would ya? We’re going to miss the
Founder’s Address…”

“I dunno,” Squatch said. “I, uh — ”

“I think I heard William agree,” the hooded
figure on the right said.

“Yeah, that’s right, I think I heard it too,”
the hooded figure on the left said.

“Great,” the hooded figure in the middle
pronounced, his voice once again becoming loud and ominous. “Let it
be known that the ritual has been completed!”

The hooded figure stepped toward Squatch and
handed him a robe. “Please, wear this robe as a symbol of your
affiliation with the Patronis Corporation. Welcome to the holy
fraternity, my brother!”

Squatch took the robe gingerly, feeling
confused and off-center. The lights came up suddenly, hurting his
eyes, and the three robed figures pulled their hoods back,
revealing bland, middle-aged male faces.

“Hi, I’m Francisco,” the man in the middle
said, offering a hand. Squatch took it and Francisco shook it
vigorously.

“I’m Hank,” the man on the right said.

“I’m Reggie,” the one of the left said.

“I guess, uh, guess I’m Bill then,” Squatch
said awkwardly.

“Pull that robe on Bill, and follow us,”
Francisco said. “Show’s about to start.”

Squatch pulled the robe on as the three men
led him through a series of hallways and into a large auditorium
seating thousands of men from every corner of the Universe. The
robe looked more like a small hoodie on Squatch, and he noticed it
was covered in odd symbols: a moon crescent here, a series of stars
there, a pyramid or two. Francisco, Hank and Reggie took seats at
the back of the auditorium, and Squatch sat next to them, his hips
pressed against the armrests and his knees up against his chest.
Just as Squatch settled in, the lights dimmed, and the crowd began
to chant, over and over:

HOLINESS TO THE FOUNDER!

"HOLINESS TO THE FOUNDER!

HOLINESS TO THE FOUNDER!"

Reggie leaned toward Squatch. “Bill, you’re
in for a treat…,” he said in an excited whisper.

Just then, a huge screen descended from the
ceiling of the auditorium, and a larger-than-life video of a man in
a business suit appeared. He was big, with broad shoulders and a
blocky head. His hair was salt and pepper, and swept into a
conservative style, parted down one side. He wore a slight scowl,
the face of a serious, no-nonsense business executive. Squatch knew
who it was immediately. Everyone did. It was the most recognizable
face in the Universe…

… Philoman Patronis.

“Hello friends,” he said in a deep,
commanding voice. “Welcome to the 3,937th Bi-Cyclical Shareholder’s
Meeting, a gathering of the most elite beings in the known
Universe!”

The shareholders burst into cheers. The roar
of the crowd was so deafening, Squatch had to plug his ears.

“Your contribution to the Patronis
Corporation is what makes this business venture such a resounding
success. It is your brilliance, your superior insight — and let’s
face it, your CREDITS — that have made Patronis the best and
greatest investment in the history of the known Universe. Give
yourself a round of applause, my corporate brothers.”

The crowd burst into applause again, whooping
and cheering with all their might. Squatch pressed his hands over
his ears even harder.

“And now, without further ado,” Philoman
Patronis said, “I give to you the captain of the ship, the man with
the plan, Patronis Corporation CEO for 76 cycles running, John
Patronis! Come on out John. Say ‘hi’ to the most important men in
the Universe…”

“See what I mean?” Reggie screamed into
Squatch’s covered ear, cheering and clapping his hands. “Isn’t this
great?”

* * *

“Welcome!”

Ella, Noowt and the Seirenes turned from the
shielded doors of the dome to find two women walking daintily down
the path toward them, hair and makeup impeccable. They wore dresses
and high heels, and they moved gracefully through the space, as if
floating on air.

“Uh, hi,” Noowt said, stepping forward. “We,
uh, we were just trying to leave… noticed there’s a shield up.”

“That’s funny,” the woman on the right said,
“I’ve never tried to leave!” She smiled broadly, her face framed in
perfectly coiffed brown hair, and her teeth gleaming white.

“My name is Aubrey,” the woman on the left
said, extending a hand covered in spotless white gloves. She was
more fair-haired than her partner, but otherwise, very similar in
appearance.

“And I’m Melinda,” the one on the right said,
extending a similar greeting.

The two women never stopped smiling as Ella,
Noowt and the Seirenes took turns clasping their hands.

“Welcome to our little slice of heaven!”
Aubrey said. “Can we show you the grounds?”

“What about the door?” Ella said firmly. “How
do we get out of here?”

“I really don’t know,” Melinda said. “Our
husbands always come and get us when the Shareholder’s Meeting is
over…”

“How long is that?”

“Two days, usually,” Melinda answered. “We
don’t get details…”

“We don’t need them!” Aubrey added.

“Two days?” Ella exclaimed. “I don’t wanna be
stuck in here for two days!”

“Ohhh,” Melinda said sympathetically. “You’re
looking at it all wrong. While the boys are over there, doing all
that complicated business stuff, we get to relax and pamper
ourselves.”

“They say we deserve it,” Aubrey said in a
low voice, as if it were a secret.

“GIRL TIME!” the two women yelled suddenly,
with so much enthusiasm it startled the crew. “WOOOOOO!”

“Venga ya!” Ella yelled, turning to Noowt and
the Seirenes. “These women are killing me!”

Noowt motioned for Ella and the Seirenes to
come in close. “Look,” it whispered. “Let’s let them show us
around. Maybe we’ll find a way out.”

“Fine,” Ella said.

“We agree,” Sinoe said, speaking for herself
and Laope.

Noowt turned to Melinda and Aubrey. “Ok,” it
said. “We’ll take the tour. Show us the dome.”

“YAY!” the two women cheered.


Melinda put her arms around Noowt and Ella.
“You two are going to have so much fun. Seriously…”

Aubrey pulled the Seirenes hands. “You ladies
are absolutely gorgeous!” she said. “You’ll have to share some of
your beauty tips with the girls!”

The two women guided Noowt, Ella and the
Seirenes up into the dome, and began skirting the edge, showing the
four of them the shops, restaurants and services Ella noticed when
she first arrived. The petals of the blossoming tree continued to
fall, like a gentle rain, and Ella bent over to pick one up. It was
papery, and dissolved into a fine powder in her fingertips. She
noticed pores in the walkway vacuuming the powder off the sidewalks
and keeping them clear.

“The tree is fake?” Ella said, looking up at
it.

“Of course!” Melinda said. “Everything in
here is designed and manufactured by Patronis. They change it every
year. This tree is called ‘Raining Blossoms.”

“We model the products for the entire
Universe,” Aubrey said. “Our clothes and shoes; our cosmetics — all
of it. We eat food prepared by famous Patronis chefs. We listen to
the latest music from Patronis Studios — ”

“It’s super exciting,” Melinda interrupted.
“My husband says it’s extremely good for business.”

“Who sees this?” Ella said.

“Everyone,” Aubrey said. “The buyers and
spectators, the viewers, everyone!”

It was then that Ella noticed people outside
the dome, looking in through the windows. Concentric walkways
circled the outside of the dome like ripples in a pond, and at each
level, there were people looking in on them, silhouetted against
the Patronis sky.

“They’re watching us?” Ella said, getting
angry.

“And listening too,” Melinda said, excited.
“Housewives of Patronis’ is a super popular show on IBS!”

“My Makers,” Noowt said, the situation
dawning on it. “She’s right! I’ve seen this on my video screen. I
always flipped the channel, but it has extremely high ratings…”

“Show?” Ella said. “You mean, we’re being
watched all over the Universe?”

“Exactly! We’re live!” Melinda said, jumping
up and down in excitement. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“NO!” Ella said, suddenly red with anger.
“No! It’s not amazing! It’s disturbing!”

The two women looked at Ella, expressions of
extreme confusion on their faces.

“Disturbing?” Melinda asked in a small
voice.

“Yes!” Ella said. “Don’t you think it’s
creepy that you’re locked in here and paraded around like a bunch
of cheap department store mannequins?”

“I-I don’t know what you mean,” Aubrey
stammered. “I — ”

“I mean,” Ella yelled, “you’re locked in here
like animals in a zoo, on display for everyone to gawk at…”

“Ella,” Noowt said in a subtle voice only she
could hear, “calm down. You’re causing a scene…”

“I’m not gonna calm down! They lock us in
here like prisoners, and they want me to like it? No!” Ella
retorted, beginning to climb up the rocks toward the center of the
dome.

“Ella, please,” Noowt said, moving toward her
as she climbed. For once, it wasn’t fast enough to catch her. She
scrambled up through the artificially constructed and expensively
perfumed flower beds, past the lower dining terraces, and up the
waterfall where recycled cucumber water fell day and night. Ella
stood at the base of the Raining Blossoms tree, steadying herself
on its tremendous concrete trunk.

Ella took a deep breath, her mind ablaze with
anger and disgust.

“WOMEN OF THE PATRONIS CORPORATION!” she
yelled at the top of her lungs.

The women on the dining terraces below
stopped eating and looked up at her. The string quartet stopped
playing. Women coming out of the shops, bags hanging from their
arms, noticed the odd silence, and peered up at Ella. She heard
whispers and gasps from all around her.

“Women of the Patronis Corporation,” Ella
repeated. “You are being used, abused and mistreated by your men.
You should not be here, in this dome, on display. You should be out
there with the men at the Shareholder’s Meeting.”

A murmur shot through the crowd. A woman on a
dining terrace near Ella spoke out.

“But,” she said, “women aren’t allowed in the
Shareholder’s Meeting…”

“I know!” Ella yelled. “And that needs to
change! Today! You don’t need to be pampered like children. You
deserve the same rights to opportunity, freedom and privacy as the
men in your lives.”

Another murmur swept through the crowd. All
around Ella, women were raising their hands. “You don’t need my
permission to speak,” Ella yelled. “Just make yourselves heard.
Don’t be afraid!”

One woman, down in the shopping level, yelled
up to Ella.

“We have it good here!” she said. “People
love us! This is the most watched show on IBS.”

“No,” Ella yelled back. “They don’t love you.
You’re a spectacle, a curiosity for everyone to gape at. You are
the most powerful, wealthy women in the Universe, and all you’re
doing is putting on a pageant to sell things no one really needs.
Where is your self-respect? Your sense of purpose?”

In every part of the dome, women began to
talk in low voices. It was the sound of panic, of existential
crisis.

“Our husbands work really hard!” another
woman said. “And they give us whatever we want!”

“Everything except power and freedom,” Ella
said. “And you don’t work hard? Look at all the effort you put into
your appearance… at the way you walk and speak. That kind of beauty
and poise isn’t easy to pull off. Do you bear and raise children?
Do you support your husbands? Do you accompany them, listen to
them, share ideas with them? Could your men do what you do every
day?”

“No!” one woman said. “He’d keel over and
die!”

Other women nodded in agreement, adding vocal
support.

“They take risks!” a woman said suddenly.

“And you don’t?” Ella asked, her voice
becoming calmer. “If your husbands make one wrong move, one bad
investment, you could lose everything. You have to trust every
decision they make. You have to put complete faith in their
choices. Isn’t that a risk?”

Ella had touched a nerve with the women; had
whipped them into an angry frenzy. All around her, she heard voices
yelling words of agreement.

“I SAY YOU FORCE YOUR WAY OUT OF THIS ADULT
DAYCARE FACILITY!” Ella screamed at the top of her lungs. “I SAY
YOU MARCH INTO THAT SHAREHOLDER’S MEETING AND DEMAND TO BE SEEN AND
HEARD!”

Years of pent-up frustration and anger poured
out of the housewives of Patronis, and they screamed their
agreement with Ella; a fierce cacophony of deafening yelling that
sounded like war-cries to Noowt and the Seirenes.

Melinda and Aubrey, who had been standing
next to Noowt as they listened to Ella’s words, joined the
fray.

“I AGREE WITH THE EARTH WOMAN!” Melinda
yelled.

“IT’S TIME WE HAD A VOICE!” Aubrey yelled.
“IT’S TIME WE SHOW THEM WE ARE A FORCE TO RECKON WITH!”

* * *

“Hello shareholders!”

A thin man in blue jeans and a turtleneck ran
out onto the stage as the video of Philoman Patronis faded to
black. The CEO — his dark hair cut in a short, conservative style —
wore a headset and an expression of conceited superiority.

The crowd cheered.

“What was that?” he yelled. “I said, HELLO
SHAREHOLDERS!”

The crowd went wild.

“What is the greatest power in the Universe?”
the CEO yelled wildly.

“The Free Market!” the crowd answered.

“What drives us?” the CEO asked.

“Competition!”

“What do we hate?”

“Regulation!”

“What is the most ineffective body in the
Universe?”

“Government!”

“That’s right!” the CEO yelled, and the crowd
whooped and cheered so loud that Squatch slumped in his chair,
wincing in pain with his hands over his ears. All around him,
people got to their feet, yelling, “Holiness to the Founder!”

“That’s the CEO,” Reggie yelled to Squatch.
“John Patronis.”

“Yeah,” Squatch said. “I gathered.”

The CEO stood still, looking out over the
crowd, hands on hips. For a moment, he hung his head, as if
gathering his thoughts and dealing with a sudden bout of intense
emotion. The cheering subsided, and soon, it was silent.

“It’s good to be home, isn’t it?” the CEO
asked. There were murmurs of agreement throughout the crowd. “Good
to be here, among my brothers… the best of the best, the strongest
and the brightest, the filthy rich. They say cream rises to the
top. I say I’ve got the Patronis shareholders right here to prove
it.”

The crowd clapped and cheered their approval,
and the CEO took a dramatic pause to let the applause wash over
him.

Squatch wasn’t listening. He’d grown bored
and started watching his wrist display: a video of toy chocolate
eggs being opened by a woman with a kind voice.

“Oh no,” Squatch mumbled to himself. “She’s
already got that one!”

“Shhhh,” Reggie said, glaring at Squatch.
“Keep it down, Bill.”

“All she needs is Pantsuit Panda and she’s
got the whole collection.”

“Shhhhhh,” Reggie reiterated, turning his
attention back to the stage.

“I don’t have to tell all of you,” the CEO
continued, “that Patronis would not be what it is today were it not
for the blood, sweat and tears of its investors. When I am in your
company, I can trust that I’m spending time with people who don’t
expect handouts, who don’t wish to stand on the shoulders of others
to get what they want, NO!”

The CEO’s tone became suddenly loud and
passionate, like a football coach giving a motivational speech
before the big game.

“My investors believe in a hard day’s work,
putting the axe to the grindstone, rolling up their sleeves and
doing what needs to be done. That’s why Aeron and the Federation of
Safe Space is the single greatest threat to the Patronis way of
life. Their nanny state functions in direct opposition to the
values we hold dear.”

The crowd began to boo and hiss.

“These Sisters and their Intergalactic
Fempire would have you believe that poverty and disenfranchisement
are the product of patriarchy, of unchecked capitalism, of cronyism
and structural barriers to success. I’m not buying it. If they say
poverty is systemic, then I say it’s a personality disorder!”

The crowd jumped to their feet, cheering and
clapping wildly. Squatch was watching the nice lady unwrap the last
egg in the video, and he could no longer hear her kind voice over
the screaming and yelling.

“People aren’t poor because they’re
disenfranchised. No! They’re poor because they’re allergic to hard
work. They insist on government because they can’t cut it out here
in the real world. Show me any Federation world and I’ll show you
ineffective government, soaring debts, and profit margins so low
that it’s a wonder these people can even afford to eat. I mean,
look at Grumscudd for Maker’s sake…”

The audience laughed heartily, and Squatch’s
ears perked up. “What’d he say?” he asked Reggie.

“Shhhhh!”

“That’s why, at this very moment, the
Patronis Corporation is amassing the single largest Redevelopment
Fleet in history. We’re going to buy those Federation worlds, we’re
going to redevelop those planets, and you, my brothers, will be on
the ground level of the most lucrative real estate venture in the
known Universe!”

The shareholders went wild, screaming
applause, clapping and slapping one another on the back.

“Well,” the CEO cracked, “except for
Grumscudd, a world where the men are so weak, the women booted them
off the planet for the rest of us to deal with. A planet so
disgusting, we’ll have to pay people to live there.”

The shareholders laughed, nodding to one
another in agreement.

“Sorry Sisters, it’s time to quiet down,” the
CEO finished. “The men are talking.”

Just then — as the crowd broke into ferocious
applause — a large pile of shit soared out of the dark auditorium
and hit the CEO between the eyes. The weight of the turd was so
heavy, and the velocity so fast, that it made the executive stumble
backward, nearly falling down. Security personnel rushed out from
the wings of the stage to help steady the CEO, slipping and
flailing in the feces that had fallen to the ground. The crowd
gasped, and as the flailing executive realized what it was he’d
been hit with, he started to scream.

“Help me! Get it off! Get it off!”

Investors ran up on the stage, helping
security hold the CEO up and whipping silk handkerchiefs out of
their pockets to wipe the shit off his face.

“Who did this?” the CEO demanded. “WHO DID
THIS? WHO!?”

Squatch placed his shit-covered right hand on
Reggie’s shoulder and pushed himself up to his full eight and a
half feet of height. He tore the Shareholder’s robe off his body
and used it to wipe his soiled hand, tossing it to the ground in
defiance.

“I did,” he roared. “Squatch. Proud
Grumscudder. Just insult my kind again. I got more shit where that
came from…”

The CEO wasted no time in his response.

“SECURITY! SEIZE THAT THING AND BRING IT UP
HERE!”

* * *

Mukasa woke up with a start, twisting and
turning their body in panic as they realized they were floating in
a warm, gel-like substance in a glass tank. They seemed to be
wearing a mask or a helmet of some kind, and they could see through
the visor and the tank out into a room lined with what looked like
medical equipment.

“What is this? Where am I?” Mukasa said,
their throat feeling dry and scratchy.

“You’re safe,” a familiar voice said. It was
NEURA. “You’re in the medical bay of the Eonic Raptor. You had a
serious accident on Gran Edonn, and you’re recovering in a healing
chamber.”

“What happened?”

“You were hit with a refracted laser. It
burned through several layers of abdominal skin, and damaged bones
and organs. Our med-bots placed you in suspended animation while
they printed replacement tissue and repaired the damage.”

“I see,” Mukasa said. “Then I must thank you
for saving my life.”

In the tank, where there was little sensory
disruption, Mukasa could hear the Mindsong clearly. Even on this
world, where artificiality had largely surpassed the existence of
natural and native life, they could hear the Song. It was a subdued
Song, a lonely Song, a Song filled with longing for the natural
ecosystems of the past.

“NEURA,” Mukasa said, their consciousness
surfacing again. “May I leave this chamber?”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible at the moment,”
NEURA answered. “A crew member is required to operate the lift and
open the capsule. It is older technology, and I do not have access
to it.”

“Where is the crew?”

“They are predisposed,” NEURA said. “Noowt,
Ella, Sinoe and Laope have not been in contact. Squatch is in the
Shareholder’s Meeting. I can see the location of his wrist
display.”

“Can we help them?”

“Not at the moment,” NEURA said. “The Raptor
has been detained in an underground detention hangar.”

“Why?”

“The ship has been deemed a visual nuisance
by the people of Patronis. We will be allowed to leave tonight,
under cover of darkness.”

Mukasa thought about that for a moment. The
wealthy were difficult for them to understand at times, coming from
a modest, working-class background. If they were to create a list
of the most pressing issues in the Universe, vehicular appearance
would be absent from Mukasa’s.

“I see,” they said.

Mukasa stretched their mind, following the
Song, out past the ship and into the hangar. Rats, a staple
scavenger of the Universe, darted busily through the corridors,
tunnels and pipes of Patronis City, searching for insects and
morsels of food in the garbage of the near-sterile underground.
Above them, the occasional weed plant snaked its way through the
concrete sidewalks and asphalt cracks, its roots anchored in the
soil of the planet, and its leaves turned toward the sun.
Throughout the city, insects made a living in the dark corners of
shops and apartments…

“Mukasa…” NEURA said suddenly.

Outside the city, there were meadows, rivers,
lakes and forests, and life was present among the artificial
landscaping and hidden climate control machinery. Groups of trees
struggled in the controlled weather, and-

“Mukasa? Are you okay?” NEURA asked.

“NEURA?” Mukasa muttered, coming out of their
trance.

“Mukasa, I’ve been trying to speak with you
for the last three minutes. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Mukasa said. “I was using the Mindsong
to explore our surroundings. Is everything alright?”

“I made contact with the captain and the
crew,” NEURA said. “They’ve been caught up in a riot. Apparently,
angry women have destroyed some kind of glass prison for wealthy
females. Noowt is asking that we pick them up and take them to the
top of Patronis Tower…”

“And we cannot,” Mukasa said, “because we are
detained…”

“Yes,” NEURA said.

“I see,” Mukasa said. “There may be a way I
can help. Please, dim the lights, and give me silence…”

Mukasa saw the lights in the medical bay turn
off through the tank’s glass, heard the subtle hiss of their
communicator disappear completely. They took a deep breath, and
closed their eyes, searching once again, searching for the rats
that lived in and around the hangar. Mukasa followed the Song to
them, hundreds of them, scurrying in the dark and forgotten places
of Patronis City.

“Come, my friends,” Mukasa sang. “Come to our
aide. We are in need…”

The rats turned toward the Song, following
the echoes of Mukasa’s music, through the pipes and tunnels to the
hangar, hundreds of them, thousands of them, gathering, under the
hull of the Eonic Raptor…

Mukasa saw the restraints through their eyes.
Thick, nylon belts strung over the ship, tightened with machine
ratchets.

“The belts,” Mukasa sang. “Cut through the
belts…”

The rats scurried up the machinery, up the
belts, cutting through the nylon with razor sharp teeth…

* * *

“Watch out!” Ella screamed as gigantic shards
of glass fell from the dome ceiling, crashing into the ornate
gardens and pathways below. The four of them dove under a designer
outdoor dining set, razor-sharp shards of glass falling like rain
around them.

“The dome is open!” Noowt yelled. “Raining
Blossoms just fell through it!”

“These women are crazy!” Ella yelled. “We
need to get to safety!”

The four of them crawled from table to table
through the dining terrace. All around them, the women rioted
violently, a lifetime of pent-up rage flowing through their bodies.
The crew half-climbed, half-slid down the artful landscaping and
into the shops below, where the windows had been shattered and
designer clothing cut to shreds with glass shards. The air was
thick with smoke. Bras were torn off, doused in flammable
cosmetics, and lit with tea candles. Chef Elatora — winner of the
Foodie Universe show six cycles in a row — was held down, and his
well-crafted beard epilated.

A group of women broke into the warehouse
behind the shops and flew a hovering forklift through the walls of
the stores and into the open air of the dome, using it to knock the
gigantic concrete Raining Blossoms tree from its pedestal. At the
base, the concrete cracked and sputtered, throwing clouds of
crushed cement into the air. The tree leaned one direction, then
another, and with a final push of the forklift, the rebar and pipes
feeding the blossoms to the leaves above snapped, and the tree
fell. Down it went, as if in slow motion. Spectators on the
catwalks outside ran for their lives as the concrete branches broke
through the glass dome, sending it exploding outward onto the city
streets. Inside the building, glass rained down on the terraces and
gardens below.

The Housewives of Patronis cheered the
destruction and began scaling the tree.

“TO THE SHAREHOLDER’S MEETING!” Melinda
screamed, leading the charge. Ella, Noowt and the Seirenes watched
the mass exodus from behind the counter at the lingerie shop. When
the last of the women scaled the concrete tree, climbing onto the
catwalks of the dome, Noowt signaled that it was safe to come out.
They could hear the women chanting outside; “Share the
Shareholder’s Meeting! Share the Shareholder’s Meeting!” Everywhere
Ella looked, she saw complete and utter destruction.

“Wow,” she said. “I can’t believe they did
this…”

“Your words struck a chord,” Sinoe said.
“They have been suppressing these feelings for a long time.”

“Guess so,” Ella said, amazed.

Noowt was the first onto the giant tree
trunk, followed by Ella and the Seirenes. The tree, as wide as a
sidewalk, was easy to climb, though they had to be careful where
they stepped. From their high vantage point, they could see tables
turned, glass windows destroyed, clothing torn and scattered
asunder, and roaring bonfires on several terraces. When they
reached the dome, they climbed a narrow branch down onto a
spectator’s catwalk. Now free of the communications dampener, Noowt
used the opportunity to contact its ship.

“NEURA!” Noowt said. “NEURA! Can you hear
me?”

“Yes, Captain,” NEURA said. “Where are
you?”

“It’s a long story,” Noowt said. “We’ve been
trapped in a dome all morning and communications were blocked.”

“A dome?” NEURA asked.

“Yeah, where the shareholder’s keep their
wives,” Noowt said. “Ella got the women all worked up, and they
started to riot and broke through the dome with this giant fake
tree…”

“Captain?” NEURA asked. “Are you feeling
okay?”

“Yes! Yes, I’m fine! I need you to come and
get us.”

There was a pause.

“I cannot, Captain.”

“What?” Noowt asked. “Why?”

“It, too, is a long story,” NEURA said. “The
Raptor was impounded for being unattractive. The ship is restrained
in an underground hangar at the moment. I cannot pick you up.”

“Impounded?” Noowt said, incredulous. “Is the
ship okay? Is Mukasa fine?”

“Yes and yes. Mukasa just woke up a little
while ago…”

“Good,” Noowt said. “Try and find a way out
of there, and let me know when you’re free.”

“I will, Captain.”

Noowt cut communications and turned to Ella
and the Seirenes. “You heard NEURA,” Noowt said, “the ship is stuck
in some impound hangar. Until they’re free, I don’t see a way up to
Philoman’s penthouse...”

“Laope and I can fly us to the penthouse,”
Sinoe said.

“What did you say?” Ella asked.

“We can fly you and Noowt to the top of the
Patronis Tower,” Sinoe repeated.

“How?” Noowt asked.

“We will show you,” Sinoe said. “Once we have
climbed to the top of the dome.”

* * *

Security guards rushed toward Squatch from
both ends of the aisle, electric prodding sticks at the ready.

“No need fer all this,” Squatch yelled up to
the CEO. “I’ll just come up there on m’ own steam.”

Squatch stepped into the aisle, and began
marching his way up to the stage, the floor of the auditorium
shaking with every footfall. He walked through the guards like they
didn’t exist, their prodding sticks zapping his thick, oily fur to
no effect. Squatch skipped the stairs, and simply stepped up onto
the stage. In a few strides, he was towering over the CEO of the
Patronis Corporation.

“Whatcha want?” Squatch demanded.

The executive, intimidated by the gigantic
Grumscudder, took several steps backward. “Guards!” he yelled.

Eight security guards rushed Squatch, trying
to stun him with prodding sticks. He swept them aside easily,
throwing a few of the officers off the stage and out into the
auditorium seats. One guard shot him with a raygun, and the blast
didn’t make it through Squatch’s oily fur. He turned, yanked the
raygun out of the guard’s hands, and busted it over his knee,
looking the CEO in the eyes as he did so.

“Now, don’t make me hurt any more o’these
innocent people,” Squatch grumbled. “Whatever y’got to say, you can
say it to m’face.”

“S-security... please...”, the CEO
pleaded.

“I’m sorry boss,” one of the guards moaned,
“don’t know what else we can do...”

“Call more security for Maker’s sake!”

“We can’t. We’re the only detail cleared for
this level of secrecy...”

“Ye done now?” Squatch growled.

The CEO shrank in fear.

“Aside from a face full o’shit,” Squatch
said, “I ain’t gonna hurt ya too bad. Now, what were you sayin’
bout Grumscudder men bein’ weak and all that?”

The CEO just stared at Squatch, trembling
quietly.

“SPEAK!” Squatch roared.

The CEO recoiled and let out a small
yelp.

“I —,” the CEO managed, “I was saying that
G-Grumscudd men can’t, uh, c-control their women. That y-you let
them take your whole planet.”

“Yes we did,” Squatch said. “But ya got it
backwards. We didn’t leave cuz we had to, we left cuz we chose to.
Y’see the difference there?”

“I — I —,” the CEO stammered.

“I can see yer strugglin’ with the concept,
so let me make it real clear,” Squatch said. “Grumscudd men done
what they did outta love. We coulda been a buncha assholes and
bullies like all’a you, but we respect our women. When they asked
us t’leave, we left. Understand?”

“Y — yes,” the CEO said. “I — I
understand.”

“Good,” Squatch said, turning his attention
to the audience. The auditorium was dead silent. The Shareholders
watched in rapt fascination as the events on the stage
unfolded.

“You there, in the front row,” Squatch said,
pointing to a tall man wearing a business suit. “Yeah, you. Bring
me a chair.”

“Why?” the CEO asked. “What are you going to
do?”

“Well, when I was a kid, and I acted like a
douche, y’know, the way you’ve been actin’ up here,” Squatch
growled. “My gramma would bend me over her knee and give me an ass
whoopin’. That’s what I’m gonna do t’you.”

“Wait! Wait!” the CEO said, backing away from
Squatch. “I take it back. Everything I said. I didn’t mean it…”

Squatch grabbed the CEO by the arm. “Oh,
y’did,” Squatch said. “And you know it. Hey buddy, put the chair
right there…”

The man from the audience placed the chair
where Squatch pointed and scurried away as fast as he could.

“Thank you much,” Squatch said, taking a seat
and pulling the CEO kicking and screaming onto his lap. He bent Mr.
Patronis over his knee.

“Stop!” the CEO yelled. “Don’t!”

“Oh, c’mon now,” Squatch said. “Take it like
a man, would’ya? This one’s for what you said about Grumscudd bein’
disgusting. Just cuz it’s a shit hole to you, don’t mean it’s not
paradise t’Grumscudders.”

Squatch raised his arm high in the air and
brought it down hard on the executive’s rear end. The clap
reverberated through the auditorium, and the CEO yelped in
pain.

“This one’s for takin’ people’s home worlds,”
Squatch said. “Y’got no right t’just show up and take what’s not
yours.”

Squatch gave the CEO another hard swat on the
behind.

SMACK!

“This one’s for thinkin’ yer better than
other people,” Squatch growled. “Just cuz people are unlucky, or
messed up, or want somethin’ different out of life than a bunch
o’money and fancy shit, don’t make you superior.”

Another swat.

“Ow!” the CEO cried. “I’m sorry! I didn’t
mean it!”

“An’ this last one,” Squatch said, “is fer
the way ye talk about women. I’m not too keen on all this Fempire
shit. Women got a right to live in this Universe too, without
pricks like you makin’ it difficult.”

SMACK!

“Ahhhh!” the CEO wailed, falling limp in
Squatch’s lap and sobbing deeply. Squatch watched him for a moment,
and his heart went out to the little guy. He picked the CEO up and
set him upright on his lap, giving him a gentle hug.

“Aw,” Squatch consoled. “There, there. We all
gotta take a lickin’ every once in a while. You deserved all that,
but… just try an’ do better next time.” The Grumscudder gave the
CEO a few consoling pats on the head, and set the executive on the
chair behind him, where the man curled into the fetal position and
continued to sob quietly.

“Well, I gotta go, fellas,” Squatch
announced. “I’ve had enough o’this rotten place.” Squatch stepped
off the stage and marched up the middle aisle of the auditorium to
the rear doors. As Squatch pushed them open, the sound of chanting
could be heard outside, growing in intensity.

“SHARE THE SHAREHOLDER’S MEETING! SHARE THE
SHAREHOLDER’S MEETING!”

“Oh, how ‘bout that?” Squatch said to the men
in the auditorium, amused. “There’s a crowd of women headed this
way, an’ they don’t look none too happy. Good luck, brothers.”

With that, Squatch walked out of the last
Shareholder’s Meeting he would ever attend. As he departed, the
Grumscudder left the doors wide open for the Housewives of
Patronis, who insisted on attending their first.

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Finding Philoman!

Rich people are not like the rest of us. At
some point in your bleak, impoverished existence, you may have
heard the old adage that rich people “put their pants on one leg at
a time, just like you and I.” Whoever told you that was a
Makerdamned liar. Philoman Patronis, the wealthiest man in the
Universe, employs three strong men to drop him into his trousers
two legs at a time. And when those pants are on? He goes to work
and earns three billion CREDITS per second.

How does he do it, you ask? With intense
focus, razor-sharp wit, impressive intelligence, bottomless
strength and vitality, and seemingly endless barrels of CREDITS. So
many CREDITS. Enough to buy all the focus, wit, intelligence,
strength and vitality he needs to succeed. Does the Founder earn a
doctorate in quantum mechanics when he wants to improve
faster-than-light communications throughout the Universe? No! He
hires a nerd with crippling student loans at 20% above poverty to
build it for him. Does Philoman Patronis spend his time in the gym,
keeping his body physically fit? Heck no! He outsources his muscles
to gym rats and meatheads, and has them surgically reattached when
they’re big and strong and ready to kick corporate ass.

As I said before, rich people are nothing
like you and I...

Nothing separates your sad existence from
the rich more than the hobbies you engage in. While you might spend
your Saturdays binge-watching television with a bag of microwave
popcorn and eyes full of tears, Philoman Patronis enjoys sailing to
his private island, where he hunts Waerdians for sport. Rumor has
it nothing excites our Founder more than following a trail of
patchouli oil to a nature-worshipping layabout, and field-testing
his latest raygun technology.

Now THAT’S living!

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

Ella felt a sudden gust of wind as she
cleared the top of the dome, stepping onto the observation platform
behind Noowt and the Seirenes. Although the dome was an impressive
structure, it was still less tall than the surrounding skyscrapers,
and completely dwarfed by Patronis Tower.

Noowt was talking with the Seirenes when Ella
arrived, a little out of breath from the climb.

“You said you can fly us to the top of
Patronis Tower from here?” it said to Sinoe, “How?”

Sinoe quietly unwrapped her shimmering
garment, pulling it away from her back and over her breasts and
abdomen. As her back was uncovered, hidden wings unfurled, lifting
away from the space under her shoulder blades. They were large and
shaped like the wings of a bird, though covered in short, silky
white hair. The edges of the wings glimmered in the afternoon
sunlight, and there was an audible sound as they caught the
breeze.

“Wow,” Ella said, mouth agape, looking at the
Seirene. “I didn’t know…”

“They are well hidden,” Sinoe said.

Laope followed Sinoe’s lead, unfurling her
wings.

“They’re beautiful,” Ella said, and the
Seirenes smiled at her.

“Come,” Sinoe said, reaching her hands out
toward Ella, who took them cautiously. Sinoe pulled her close and
wrapped surprisingly strong arms around her body. In a fluid
motion, Sinoe jumped high into the wind, catching the updraft from
the dome, and letting it take her and Ella into the sky. For a
moment, Ella panicked as the observation deck gave way to open air
beneath her, struggling for a secure grasp on Sinoe’s body.

“Do not worry,” Sinoe sung softly. “I have
you.”

The Seirene’s voice drained the panic from
Ella’s mind, and she relaxed completely. Below, she watched Laope
jump from the observation deck with Noowt, catching the same
updraft. Sinoe’s wings were flapping now, lifting her and Ella
higher into the air. The Seirene searched for another updraft near
the tower and found one, pushing her up and away from the
tremendous skyscraper and further from the city below. Were it not
for the Seirene’s soothing voice, Ella might have blacked out from
panic. She had always harbored a fear of falling from a tremendous
height. The very thought of it made her body tremble.

Up they went, Laope below, following Sinoe’s
lead. Ella spared a glance upward and saw that they were near the
top of Patronis Tower. She became somewhat accustomed to the steady
wingbeats and the rise and fall of Sinoe’s body. Suddenly, they
were above the tower, Patronis City sprawled out below them. There
it was, the penthouse of Philoman Patronis.

“Where do you think we should land?” Sinoe
asked.

Ella scanned the top level of the building.
There was an ornate garden on the roof, with a spiral staircase
leading down one story to a patio circling the perimeter of the
skyscraper. On one side of the building, there was an infinity pool
cut into the patio, with furniture set around it in groups.

“Next to the pool, right there,” Ella said,
pointing to that area. Sinoe dove, and as they reached the
building, she tilted her wings, and let them catch the air. The
pair of them drifted gently to the patio, and just as their feet
touched the ground, Sinoe let go of Ella. Moments later, Laope
arrived with Noowt, landing nearby. Ella and Noowt watched
wordlessly as the wings of the two women folded flush with their
backs once again, almost completely hidden from view. The Seirenes
wrapped their garments around their neck and shoulders, securing
them with simple knots. Ella watched wordlessly. The women felt
like real-life angels to her; beautiful, powerful and
mesmerizing.

“Thanks ladies,” Noowt said, wasting no time.
“Now let’s get that Diachron and get off this planet.” The captain
pulled its raygun from the hidden compartment in its suit and
motioned for the others to come close.

“We’re about to break into the penthouse of
the wealthiest man in the known Universe,” Noowt said. “I don’t
expect it’ll be easy. I’m positive there will be a massive security
presence… men with rayguns, and they won’t be set to stun. Are you
three still up for this?”

Ella and the Seirenes nodded.

“Ok,” it said. “Let’s do it.”

Noowt crept to the penthouse doors and
glanced inside. As far as it could see, the space was devoid of
people. It pressed on the door, not knowing what to expect, and it
swung open easily. There were no alarms… nothing to indicate that
they had been recognized as intruders. The room inside was
minimalistic and beautifully decorated. Floor to ceiling windows
looked down on the skyline of Patronis City. Along the walls, art
hung in simple, elegant frames. The paintings were like nothing
Ella had ever seen. She felt as if her very consciousness was being
pulled into the artwork.

“Those are Stocanda, a famous neuro-artist,”
Noowt whispered, noticing Ella’s gaze had shifted to the hanging
artwork. “Don’t look at them too long, or you’ll begin to lose your
memories.”

Ella pulled her eyes away.

“C’mon,” Noowt said, motioning for Ella and
the Seirenes to follow it deeper into the penthouse. They walked
silently through an elegant dining area. On the table, nine place
settings had been arranged, and a series of candles were burning
softly.

“Looks like the table’s been prepped for
dinner,” Ella whispered.

Noowt led them into a long, darkened hallway
lined with framed photos of the Patronis Corporate logo through
various historical eras. At intervals, open doors revealed suites
that reminded Ella of a hotel room she’d booked in Las Vegas
several years back. They were well-decorated spaces with a bed,
desk and video wall overlooking the city below.

“This place looks more like a hotel than a
penthouse,” Ella whispered. Noowt nodded its acknowledgement as it
crept toward the door at the end of the hallway.

Ella glanced into a room where a wall-sized
video screen showed still images from Patronis-owned worlds,
labelling them as they cycled through. She caught an image of the
Taj Mahal. Below the structure, the screen read, “Agra
Redevelopment Plan, Earth.”

Earth! That’s Earth! Ella thought,
stepping carelessly into the room as she stared at the photo.
Suddenly, she was drowning in feelings of homesickness and worry
for her friends and family. The image cycled to a different planet,
a different redevelopment project, and Ella felt like the Earth had
been ripped away from her a second time. The Seirenes saw Ella’s
reaction and embraced her. Ella looked around, noticing she was
standing in the middle of what looked like an upscale board room; a
glass of water, microphone and placard sitting at each of the
chairs.

“If we can find the Diachron,” Sinoe
whispered, “we may be able to return to Earth. The Makers will help
us set things right.”

Noowt noticed that the women had fallen
behind, and backtracked to help them catch up. “C’mon,” it
whispered harshly, “we’ve got to stick together.” Ella nodded to
the Seirenes, tears rolling down her face, and let Sinoe and Laope
guide her gently toward Noowt.

There was a faint sound emanating from the
room at the end of the hallway; a dim, strobe-like light flickering
through a crack under the door. Noowt pressed its microphone sensor
against it and listened. The noise sounded like distortion created
by an electronic device. There were no voices, nothing that
indicated the room was occupied. Noowt tried the door.

“Locked,” it said. Without hesitation, it
reached for the abdomen of its suit and pulled the flap open. The
real Noowt, the formless amoebic Noowt, spilled out onto the floor.
Ella and the Seirenes stepped back, giving it space, recognizing
that their friend didn’t really exist in the sense that they’d
become accustomed to. Noowt slipped easily through the crack at the
bottom of the door. Ella and the Seirenes watched and waited, and
before long, the door swung open from the inside. The captain of
the Eonic Raptor pulled itself back into its suit, shutting the
hatch behind it.

“I’m back,” Noowt said. “Philoman’s in there.
He’s sitting at the other side of the room, watching a flickering
video wall.”

“That’s… odd…” Ella whispered. “Are there
guards?”

“No,” Noowt said, “not that I could see.”

Noowt swung the door wide open as silently as
possible, and Ella followed it in. Sinoe and Laope fell in line
behind her. Noowt leveled its raygun at the Founder and readied
itself.

“Philoman,” Noowt said in a confident,
commanding voice, “turn around slowly.”

The Founder did nothing.

“PHILOMAN!” Noowt said, more loudly this
time, taking a step closer. “We’re here for the Diachron!” Once
again, the Founder did not react to Noowt’s voice. He didn’t speak
or move a muscle.

Just as Ella began to wonder if the Founder
might be asleep, she heard machines roar to life all around them.
The dark room was suddenly filled with blinding light. It had been
impossible to perceive from the silhouette, but Philoman Patronis
had been facing them the entire time. Now, there he was in real
life, grimacing at them with his characteristic scowl. Noowt, Ella
and the Seirenes dove reflexively behind whatever furniture they
could find. The video wall behind the Founder came alive with an
image of the Patronis city skyline. In the corner, the Patronis
corporate logo was superimposed over blue skies.

Mr. Patronis began to speak.

“Hello Patronis consumers,” he began. “I’d
like you to be the first to know that the CEO and the Board of
Directors have decided to engage in a hostile takeover of the
Federation of Safe Space. For too long, these waste-oid socialists
and commie layabouts have been allowed to sit on a real-estate gold
mine, pushing their rhetoric about equality and fairness…”

Ella watched Philoman speaking from her
hiding place behind a desk, stewing, feeling panicked. Philoman
must have seen them coming into the room. At the very least, he
couldn’t have missed Noowt yelling his name. It was hard to believe
he cared so little about their presence that he refused to
acknowledge them at all…

“I say, there’s nothing more equalizing than
the free market. There’s nothing more fair than meritocracy,” the
Founder continued. “They refer to our way of life as
institutionalized oppression, but I refer to their way of life as
institutionalized laziness. They hide behind their government, why?
Because they hate our freedom. They hate our success…”

Abraham Lincoln…

The thought dove into Ella’s mind, and she
stood up suddenly, in full sight of the Founder. Noowt motioned for
her to get down. She ignored it.

The Founder continued his impassioned
speech.

“Well, I say we let the Free Market decide
the fate of the Federation worlds,” he said, his voice rising. “I
say we put their planets up for auction, and let the almighty
CREDIT decide who is most fit to manage the affairs of Aeron,
Lunas, Sath, Grumscudd and the rest; a nanny state run by a bunch
of whiners, or the most powerful Corporation in the history of the
Universe. May the best men win.”

The Founder stared into the middle distance
for a moment, and suddenly, the lights went down.

“He’s fake,” Ella said, walking toward the
founder. As she approached him, the video screen returned to
flashing black and white, and the sound gave way to the electric
distortion they’d heard earlier.

“Ella!” Noowt panicked. “Be careful!”

“He’s a robot,” she said. “A really good one
too. You can barely tell.”

Noowt stepped out of its hiding place,
followed by the Seirenes. Ella was standing by the Founder now, but
they were still frightened, still tentative.

“It’s okay,” Ella said. “Look.” She threw an
arm around the robotic Founder. It did nothing but stare into
space. “He was talking, and something about the way he moved
reminded me of Abraham Lincoln at Disneyland.”

“You are right,” Sinoe said, her eyes wide
with shock. “He is not real.”

“That can’t be…,” Noowt said, slowly
approaching the animatronic Founder. “That just can’t be…”

Ella and the Seirenes turned to Noowt, who
was staring blankly at the silhouette of the Philoman robot.

“All this time…” it said to itself.

“Noowt, are you okay?” Ella asked quietly,
taking a step toward the captain.

Noowt’s wrist display blinked on, stating,
“You have an important message from the Founder of the Patronis
Corporation, Philoman Patronis.” Noowt touched the screen with a
tentative finger, and there he was, on the small display. The
familiar voice of the Founder buzzed through the tinny
speakers…

“HELLO PATRONIS CONSUMERS. I’D
LIKE YOU TO KNOW THAT THE CEO AND THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS HAVE
DECIDED TO ENGAGE IN A HOSTILE TAKEOVER OF THE FEDERATION OF SAFE
SPACE. FOR TOO LONG — ”

Noowt touched the display and turned it off.
It had already heard the message once.

“I can’t believe it. I feel…” it said
quietly, “I feel embarrassed… stupid…”

Ella could sense the depth of Noowt’s
disillusionment. She hadn’t grown up with the Founder in her life
the way it had. She realized that, good or bad, Philoman Patronis
felt real to people across the Universe. He symbolized something
important. Noowt felt duped, because he had been duped. So had
everyone else.

The Seirenes approached it, touching its
suit.

“Noowt,” Sinoe said, “you are not stupid. We
thought he was real too. We thought we would find the Diachron in
this place… just like you…”

“I just… I can’t believe it…” Noowt said,
barely audible.

At that moment, the crew heard a bevy of
unrecognizable voices bursting through the door and into the TV
studio. They were men, dressed in high-end business suits, some
with ties and some without. Those with hair had it parted down the
side, just like Philoman.

“Bob,” the man at the front of the group was
saying, pushing the door open with his back. “That was beautiful.
They’re going to eat it up.”

“Thanks George,” Bob said. “Based on the
numbers, we have some real support out there. Not that we need it
of course, but — ”

George and Bob saw Noowt, Ella and the
Seirenes standing in the middle of the TV studio. The two men
stopped in their tracks and stared. As the remainder of the nine
men filed into the room, they seemed to freeze one by one.

“Who the hell are you?” George demanded.

Noowt took a few aggressive steps toward
them, lifting its raygun and aiming it at George’s head. Red-hot
rage exploded like a volcano inside its formless body. It was the
type of anger one feels when they find out they’ve been conned;
when they realize a lifetime of devotion has amounted to
nothing.

* * *

NEURA saw the rats congregating through the
Raptor’s cameras. Thousands of them, swarming up the ratcheting
engines and up onto the straps. They scurried over one another, two
or three deep, looking for an exposed tether to gnaw through. NEURA
was amazed by the sight, and knew that somehow, this was Mukasa’s
doing.

One of the straps snapped suddenly. NEURA saw
it fall to the ground, heavy with the hungry rodents. When they hit
the floor, they scurried up the other straps, and went back to
work.

Another strap fell, then another. NEURA could
sense the ship being raised by the spring-loaded platforms on the
free side, tilting the Raptor at a slight angle.

The last strap snapped dramatically, and the
ship hopped off the platforms as the springs were free to expand.
NEURA began planning their next move. The door leading out of the
retention station — the one they’d come in through — seemed light
enough for the ship to simply push open. NEURA would have to check
with Noowt and Squatch to see if they were ready to leave.

“Captain!” NEURA said. “Captain! We’re free!
What’s your situation?”

No answer.

“The rats need an offering,” Mukasa said
suddenly, fully alert. “Something to thank them for helping us
escape.”

“Mukasa!” NEUREA said, happy to hear their
voice. “Did you do that?”

“Yes,” Mukasa said. “They did, technically. I
simply asked for their help. Do we have an offering?”

“We have garbage in the compactor. It’s
mainly food scraps.”

“That would do nicely.”

NEURA ejected the Raptor’s garbage into the
hangar. The rats swarmed over the pile of rubbish, vying with one
another for a tasty morsel. Suddenly, the rats stopped, raising
their heads and listening. They began scurrying away, diving into
cracks or wriggling behind equipment in the hangar.

“They say people are coming this way…” Mukasa
said.

“Security knows we’re free,” NEURA said. “If
we’re going to leave, we have to do it now.”

The Raptor’s engines began to hum, and the
ship raised itself off the spring-loaded platforms and up into the
air. NEURA piloted the ship into the corridor, and quickly noticed
two security vehicles headed their way. NEURA flew the Raptor over
the top of them, speeding down the corridor toward the exit. The
ship caught one of the vehicles as it passed overhead, a portable
crane, flipping it over. NEURA saw a man jump out of the other
vehicle and talk into his wrist communicator.

“He’s calling backup,” NEURA said, hoping
Squatch and the rest of the crew were ready for the Raptor. “Let’s
get out of here!”

* * *

Squatch walked through the river of angry
women, feeling like he was pushing upstream against a heavy
current. He snaked his way out into the foyer of Patronis Tower,
where a crew of service workers were setting up long tables of food
and drinks for the Shareholder’s Reception. Piles of fresh fruits,
cheeses and meats were artfully arranged along the length of the
buffet. High drink tables were scattered throughout the foyer,
linens smoothed out carefully and topped with candles and
flowers.

“Tasty,” Squatch said to himself, grabbing a
large handful of the meats and shoving them into his mouth. It was
only then he realized he’d used the hand he pooped in a little
while back. It smelled horrific, even to him.

Curling his nose, he turned this way and
that, looking for something to wash it with. He spotted the
champagne fountain, an ornate series of cascading pools of
rose-colored bubbly. Squatch thrust his hands into it, rubbing them
against one another until he was satisfied it was clean. It was
then that he felt his wrist device buzzing.

Squatch yanked his hand out of the champagne
and pulled his wrist hair back.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Squatch, it’s NEURA. I’m coming up fast on
Patronis Tower. You’re still there, right?”

“Yep.”

“I’m being chased by security. Get out here,
quick!”

“Security?”

“Yes!” NEURA said. “We broke out of the
impound hangar!”

“Impound?”

“Squatch! Get out here!”

“Ok, ok,” he said. “I’ll meet y’out
front…”

Squatch ran out of the Shareholder’s
Sanctuary, breaking one of the doors off its hinges in the process.
Immediately, he heard the security sirens in the distance, the
sound echoing off the skyscrapers around him. He scanned the city,
looking for the Raptor.

“FREEZE!”

All around him, security officers were hidden
behind artificial palm trees and fake concrete boulders, rayguns
trained on him. He let out a big sigh. Someone inside called
security. Not surprising, really, but definitely annoying.

“Look fellas,” Squatch said, “I’m not in
th’mood. My friends are pickin’ me up in a second here, so — ”

“PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR!”

“So as I was sayin’,” Squatch continued,
“I’ll be outta yer hair in a few. Why don’t we just…”

“I SAID,” the voice repeated, “PUT YOUR HANDS
IN THE AIR. WE WILL STUN YOU IF YOU DO NOT COMPLY.”

Squatch started to raise his hands, scanning
the city. The sound of the security sirens bounced off the
skyscrapers, growing louder by the second. Suddenly, Squatch could
see it, the Raptor, approaching fast through the canyons of steel
and glass. It was followed closely by a swarm of security
cruisers.

“Damn,” Squatch said, impressed. He could see
the ship would be approaching low over the street, passing right by
the valet station where they’d arrived earlier that morning. He
took off running in that direction.

The security officers hiding in the gardens
were taken off guard, having never witnessed a Grumscudder break
into a fast run before. It was surprisingly instantaneous, given
the lumbering way the creature moved most of the time. They managed
to shoot off a few stun rays as he flashed by, leaving nothing but
the reek of champagne and shit behind him. The Grumscudder leapt
through the gardens in gigantic bounds toward the end of the red
carpet. NEURA spotted him and opened the cargo bay doors.

Squatch watched the Raptor dip down toward
the street. His timing was excellent, and he leapt onto the cargo
bay ramp and into the hull of the ship in a few swift motions.
Almost immediately, Squatch felt his weight increase exponentially.
A quick glance over his shoulder told him why. They were shooting
straight up.

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Directors

“Whoa, partner!” George said. “Take it
easy!”

“Line up against the wall!” Noowt yelled.
“And put your hands where I can see them!”

“We didn’t order a security detail,” Bob
said, complying reluctantly. “This is outrageous. We’ll have you
blacklisted.”

“Who are you guys?” Ella demanded.

“I am the Chair of the Board of Directors,”
Bob said proudly. “The penthouse is off-limits to housekeeping
during the board retreat. Who’s your supervisor? How’d you get in
here?”

“We came through the back door,” Ella
said.

“What do you want?” George asked.
“CREDITS?”

“We came to speak with the Founder…” Noowt
said.

“Go ahead,” Bob said. “He’s sitting right
there behind you.” The Chair of the Board motioned to the robotic
Philoman Patronis sitting inanimate in the studio behind them. A
few of the board members chuckled quietly.

“Yeah, we saw the show,” Noowt said. “Where’s
the real Philoman?”

The men, hands held above their heads,
glanced at one another knowingly, a few of them wearing pompous
grins.

“There is no real Philoman,” Bob smiled.
“Just the machine standing behind you. The ‘Great Placator’.”

George leaned toward Bob, wearing a nervous
expression. “Bob, that’s confidential…”

“Aw, what does it matter, really?” Bob said,
interrupting George. “These people look like they can keep a
secret. Can’t you?”

“Why would you do this?” Noowt said, pointing
his raygun at Bob’s head. “The whole Universe thinks this guy is
some kind of business genius…”

“Control the myth, control the people,” Bob
said plainly, staring at Noowt. “Philoman gives people something to
strive for. He is success personified. He’s the mascot of the
Patronis Corporation. People love him. People want to be him.”

Sinoe stepped toward Bob. “We are looking for
the real Founder. Do you know where he is?”

“Your voice…” Bob said, fascinated.

“Answer her,” Noowt demanded, taking a
menacing step toward Bob and the rest of the Board of
Directors.

“As it happens, we do know where he is, but…”
Bob’s voice trailed off.

“But what?” Ella said coolly.

“But we’re not going to tell you.”

Noowt rushed at Bob, pressing the raygun
against his head. “You tell us, or I pull the trigger,” it said in
a menacing voice.

“Look,” Bob said. “I don’t know how you got
in here. The building doesn’t allow aircraft within a
thousand-meter perimeter. However you did it, you sealed your fate
the second you stepped in this penthouse.”

“Why’s that?” Ella asked.

“The building,” George said. “it reads
bio-signatures, and the system knows you don’t belong. Security
will be here any second. They shoot to kill.”

“We’ll take you hostage,” Noowt said,
pressing the raygun into Bob’s temple.

“What? With that?” Bob said, grinning. “I
hate to break it to you, but Patronis guns don’t work on the
executive staff. That’s one of ours. They all are.”

“Not this one,” Ella said, pulling her Colt
out of her shoulder holster and pointing it at Bob and the Board of
Directors. She saw their expressions change from near-indifference
to intense fear. “Tell us where the Founder is, the real
Founder.”

Bob’s former confidence drained from his
body, and he began to shake and breathe in ragged, shallow breaths.
“We can’t — we —,” he said. “It’s a closely g-guarded secret…”

“Is it worth your life?” Ella asked
coolly.

Noowt’s wrist communicator turned on
unexpectedly. It was NEURA. “Captain! Captain! We’re free! What’s
your situation?”

“We can’t…” Bob said.

Ella spun around and shot Philoman Patronis
through the head. The gun sounded like a cannon in the small TV
studio. The bullet ripped through the robot’s cranium, spraying
gears and servos and milky liquid all over the wall behind it. Ella
turned slowly toward the Board of Directors, aiming the gun at
Bob.

“The location! Now!” Ella shouted.

Just then, the studio was filled with the
breathtaking song of a Seirene.

Laope?

It was the last coherent thought Ella had
before her mind was torn free of its psychological bonds. Her ego
evaporated, until there was nothing left between her and the core
of her being. There were no filters. There was no sense of duty, no
fear. There was nothing but the song…

Laope walked toward the board of directors,
her voice loud and clear and reverberating off the walls of the
studio. A few of the board members fell to the ground. Others burst
into tears.

Sinoe watched as Laope approached the board.
It had been centuries since she’d heard the voice of her friend,
and the Seirene’s song filled her with joy.

“WHERE IS THE FOUNDER?” Laope sang. “LEAD US
TO HIM…”

Bob and George — still standing — gaped at
Laope, their eyes wide and mouths hanging open. Both men were
mesmerized by the sound of her voice. Both had fallen completely
under her spell.

“On a planet in the Orinthian system, fourth
from the sun,” Bob said in a small voice.

“I’ve never heard of the Orinthian system!”
Noowt shouted, completely unaffected by Laope’s song. “Are you
lying to us?”

“No,” George said. “The Orinthian system is
not on the charts. It’s in the Blasque Belt, near...”

Just then, the doors to the penthouse
exploded open and a stampede of security officers rushed in. One by
one, they fell under the spell of Laope’s song. Sinoe took Ella in
her arms and began to make her way to the patio where they’d
entered the building. Noowt joined them, followed by Laope, who
backed down the hallway, her voice radiating through the penthouse.
The board of directors and the security officers followed her,
entranced.

When they reached the patio, Sinoe joined
Laope in her song as the two of them adjusted their garments,
unfurling their wings. Those men who were able to navigate the
doors to the penthouse knelt at the feet of the Seirenes, some
crying, some trembling. Sinoe took Ella in her arms again and
rocked backward over the guardrail. Laope took Noowt and did the
same.

They were in free fall.

The first thing Ella felt as she regained her
senses was her stomach leaving her. Far above them, receding fast,
she saw a smattering of energy rays shoot out into the afternoon
sky; the empty gesture of a few befuddled security officers. The
floors of Patronis Tower streaked upward beside her, and the city
stretched out wildly below. Violent wind pressed against her body.
Ella’s worst nightmare had come true. She was free falling.

“NEURA!” Noowt yelled into its wrist display.
“We’re falling from the top of Patronis Tower! Are you there?”

Paralyzed with fear, Ella felt Sinoe’s strong
arms pull her close. She heard the sound of wings filling with air
like sails on a ship. The ground was no longer rushing up at her.
She was safe. Sinoe had her. When Ella found her bearings, she saw
that Laope was flying with Noowt held securely in her arms.

“On my way, Captain,” NEURA said through
Noowt’s wrist communicator.

“Look!” Sinoe said.

The four of them spotted the Raptor flying
low through the city streets toward Patronis Tower, followed
closely by a large group of security cruisers. It seemed to stop
for a moment at the base of the building, and then shot straight up
toward them.

“We’re right above you!” Noowt said.

“I see you,” NEURA said. “Group together.
I’ll catch you in the cargo bay!”

The ship raced in their direction, and as it
drew close, the Raptor rotated sideways, revealing the open cargo
bay door. Sinoe and Laope grouped together, and the four of them
dove into the ship. The sensation was incredibly odd. One moment,
the gravity of Patronis was pulling them toward the planet. The
next, the artificial gravity of the Eonic Raptor was pulling them
sideways, against the smooth floor of the cargo deck. Their
downward velocity sent them sliding across the floor, and before
they’d even stopped moving, Noowt jumped to its feet and ran for
the bridge lift.

Squatch lumbered toward the Seirenes as they
tucked their wings away. His tongue was hanging out of his mouth,
and he was breathing in rapid, heavy breaths.

“Damn!” he said. “I didn’t know you two could
fly!”

“We did not know you could pant,” Laope
said.

“Laope! You can talk now!” Squatch
exclaimed.

Ella pulled herself up off the floor and
backed toward the bridge lift on her way to join Noowt.

“Laope,” she said. “It’s so good to hear your
voice!”

“I could not continue to observe my vow,”
Laope said, “when my silence would place my friends in danger.”

“Thank you,” Ella said, stepping into the
lift recess.

When she arrived on the bridge, she joined
Noowt at the helm, just as it was taking control of the ship.

“NEURA,” it said. “That was amazing.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“The security cruisers chasing us aren’t
built for space,” Noowt said. “All we’ve gotta do is outrun
them.”

It was only a minute or so before security
slowed and returned to the surface of Patronis. To Ella, they
reminded her of a dog who’d just realized the car it was chasing
was hopelessly far away. They seemed to stand and stare for a
moment, and slink back home.

The Raptor raced through the outer atmosphere
and slipped through the one-way gated shield into the freedom of
open space. To Ella, it felt liberating. While not as outright
dangerous as Gran Edonn, Patronis had been more complicated and
frustrating. She could understand a hungry predator attacking prey,
but she didn’t quite know what to make of the ultra-wealthy. Just
outside the shield barrier, a tremendous fleet of redevelopment
ships were gathering, stretching out from the planet as far as Ella
could see.

“That’s th’fleet the CEO was talkin’ about at
the Shareholder’s meetin’,’’ Squatch said suddenly. Ella had been
watching the gigantic ships in the distance, the same type she’d
witnessed approaching Earth, and she hadn’t heard Squatch or the
Seirenes enter the bridge.

“That’s the biggest redevelopment fleet I’ve
ever seen,” Noowt said.

“What did the CEO say?” Ella asked.

“Said they were gonna buy the Federation
planets, includin’ Grumscudd. Said some nasty things ‘bout my
planet too. Gave him a spankin’.”

“You what?” Noowt said, incredulous.

“Bent him over m’knee, and whooped his ass,”
Squatch said. “Little bastard deserved it too… the things he was
sayin’…”

Noowt and Ella burst out laughing. Sinoe and
Laope smiled.

Noowt noticed a group of ships racing through
the fleet, coming their way.

“Uh oh,” it said. “I don’t think the Patronis
executives are very happy with us. Those are Tigras.”

“Tigras?” Ella asked.

“War ships…” Noowt said.

Ella looked closely at the group of
approaching war craft. They were larger than the Raptor and
virtually covered in missiles and laser cannons. Noowt pulled the
ship hard in the opposite direction of the onslaught.

“NEURA, we can’t outrun those Tigras,” Noowt
said. “We need to hide the ship…”

“The only thing in the neighborhood is the
Great Garbage Patch.”

“No one goes there,” Noowt said.

“What is it?” Ella asked.

“It’s a big, swirling garbage dump in the
middle of the Placid Expanse,” Noowt answered. “It’s the size of a
small solar system.”

“It sounds perfect,” Ella said. “What’s so
bad about it?”

“We all like to pretend it does not exist,”
Laope said. “It makes us feel guilty.”

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Noowt said.
“NEURA, let’s do it.”

The Raptor dropped into warped space. The
feeling was becoming familiar to Ella.

“Can they follow us there?” Ella asked.

“Yes,” Noowt said. “They can follow our warp
trail straight to our destination.”

“It’s why we can’t travel too far,” NEURA
said. “They’d overtake us in warp.”

A moment later, the Raptor dropped out of
warped space, and there it was, an expanse of garbage unlike
anything Ella had ever witnessed before. Streaks of plastic swirled
lazily in a gigantic vortex, stretching as far as the eye could
see. Old ships, tires, used couches and stained mattresses collided
gently, spinning and flipping in a dance of rubbish a thousand
miles deep and half a light-year across. At the center of the
vortex, a black hole, pulled the orbiting garbage into its gaping
maw.

“Where does all this come from?” Ella
asked.

“Cosmic currents,” Noowt said. “Most of the
garbage in the Universe ends up here.”

Noowt pulled the ship into the outer rim of
the patch, looking for a place to hide, maneuvering behind a
gigantic clump of plastic fast-food toys the size of a small
moon.

“What are those?” Ella asked.

“They’re the shitty toys your kids get with
their terrible food at Patronis Burger,” Noowt groaned.

The fleet of Tigras fell out of space warp,
appearing instantly. Seven of them, looking serious and
intimidating.

“There they are,” Noowt said. “I don’t think
they see us…”

The lead Tigra scanned the Garbage Patch, and
the beam passed over their ship without incident.

“There’s no way the scanners will find us in
all this crap,” Noowt said.

“Hey,” Squatch said, pointing to an old
greasy couch drifting by, flipping end over end. “Can you snag that
one for me?”

“No,” Noowt said. “It looks like a
biohazard…”

A plastic bottle cap asteroid hurtled through
the vortex, colliding with their hiding place in an explosion of
primary colors. The Raptor was instantly exposed, and the fleet of
Tigras spotted them immediately.

“Here they come!” Noowt yelled, yanking back
on the Raptor’s thrusters and racing into the debris field at full
speed.

“Captain,” NEURA said. “We don’t know what’s
in here. No one who’s ever gone deep into the Patch has ever come
out.”

“No one ever goes in,” Noowt said. “Besides,
those Tigras didn’t come all this way to reprimand us. We don’t
have a choice.”

The Raptor dove deeper into the center of the
garbage vortex, where the effect of gravity on the trash caused it
to congeal into larger and larger clumps. The Raptor zipped through
building-sized plastic cup asteroids, between used diaper moons,
and around a smoldering rubber tire planet.

The Tigras, large and cumbersome, were less
nimble than the Eonic Raptor, and unable to avoid collisions with
the debris. One of the war ships was hit by an aerosol can asteroid
the size of a mountain. It exploded in a spectacular fireball,
overtaking three of the Tigras. Ella watched as their hulls were
blown open, their windows glowing bright orange as fire ripped
through the ships.

Wow, she thought, that could have been
us.

“We’re in their range!” Noowt yelled.
“They’re firing!”

The four remaining ships fired their lasers,
and Noowt turned the ship hard right, slipping expertly through a
group of asteroids. The lasers were almost useless in the field, so
thick with debris that only a few of the beams made it through the
junk to their vicinity. Those that did melted the plastic asteroid
next to them, causing it to shrivel. One of the lasers hit a
mirrored object in the debris, and the light was reflected to
another Tigra, slicing through its hull and spilling the ship’s
oxygen into the void.

The remaining Tigras fired a bank of missiles
at the Raptor, and Noowt pulled the ship left, spinning through a
complex maze of shifting pathways in the asteroids. Missiles
exploded all around them, spraying the Raptor with debris and
causing the ship to rock and shake violently.

“That was close,” Noowt said. “We’ve got to
get out of sight. NEURA, what do you see?”

“There’s a planetoid of old couches and
mattresses up ahead. It’s very porous. We might be able to find a
place to hide there.”

“I see it,” Noowt said, flying the Raptor in
that direction. The three Tigras were slow to follow, negotiating
their way through a group of asteroids. The Raptor had a good head
start. They roared toward the brownish-grey used furniture
planetoid and skimmed over the surface, looking for a canyon or a
cave big enough to duck into.

“There!” Ella said. “On your right.” Noowt
banked the ship in that direction, flying into a fracture in the
planetoid’s surface. As they dove in, Noowt spotted a cave running
deep into the planet. As soon as Noowt flew through the opening,
NEURA made a grim announcement over the ship’s speakers.

“Captain,” NEURA said, “I’m afraid the Tigras
spotted us before we entered the cave. They’re headed this
way.”

“No…” Noowt said. “NEURA, do you see a way
out?”

“No, Captain,” NEURA answered. “Scanners show
the cave is a dead end.”

“Can we warp out of here?” Noowt asked.

“Only as a last resort,” NEURA said. “It is
highly likely they would overtake us in warp and destroy us.”

“NEURA, take us as deep as this tunnel goes.
They’re big. They’ll have a hard time getting to us…”

“Yes, Captain.”

Noowt turned to its crew, standing behind it
and watching the scene unfold. “I think I made a mistake flying in
here. I’m sorry…”

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Uncharted World

There are those throughout the Universe that
feel everything has been discovered, every stone flipped and
examined, convinced there is nothing new to explore. Not only are
these the negative, glass-is-half-empty types you should avoid at
parties; they are also factually incorrect. The reason educated
people like you and I use the phrase “The Known Universe” in
sophisticated conversation is because we understand that the
Universe is, well, super big, and that we’ll only ever see the tip
of the iceberg.

Unsettling, isn’t it?

Some scientists believe that we will never
gain the ability to explore the whole of the Universe because a
sizable chunk of it is moving away from us at faster than the speed
of light. This phenomenon is known as the “Toxic Ex Theory,” and is
largely self-explanatory. Other scientists postulate that the
unknown bits of the Universe were far superior to our own, they
have better stuff than we do, and that they don’t want to share.
Still others theorize that something called “dark energy” is
pushing the Universe apart, causing it to expand. The latter
theorists are in the minority, and considered quacks and fringe
thinkers.

Whatever the case, you can bet your
phlogiston that there are a few worlds out there in the
luminiferous aether that may have gone unnoticed, because, again,
the Universe is big. Huge.

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

“Captain. You need to cut the ship’s power
immediately.”

It was Mukasa’s voice.

“Mukasa?” Noowt said, excited. “You’re
awake!”

“Yes, Captain. I’m trapped in the recovery
tank in the medical bay,” Mukasa said. “Listen, you need to power
down, right now. There is life in this place. It is very
dangerous.”

“I suggest you do it Captain,” NEURA
added.

“Ok,” Noowt said. It had seen Mukasa in
action too many times to ignore their advice. Noowt typed a
sequence into the control panel, cutting the ship’s engines and
electricity.

“Captain,” Mukasa said. “Gravity and
communications too. Everything.”

“NEURA too?”

“Everything,” Mukasa repeated.

“NEURA, I’m sorry. With any luck, we’ll see
you in a bit,” Noowt glanced over at Ella, and back at Squatch and
the Seirenes. “Hold onto something,” it said, and typed another
sequence of buttons.

Ella felt her body lighten as the ship’s
artificial gravity let go. It was a sickening feeling, like
dropping from the top of a roller coaster, or the sensation she’d
experienced falling off Patronis Tower.

The Raptor drifted, bumping into the walls as
its forward energy drove them deeper into the cave. Noowt, Ella,
Squatch and the Seirenes peered out the bridge portals, into the
inky blackness.

Behind them, the tunnel began to brighten.
The running lights of the three Tigras were exploring the cave.
They’d followed the Raptor in. The Patronians knew they were there,
but without an energy signature, the Raptor was virtually
invisible.

“Look at the walls of the cave,” Sinoe said.
“They are moving…”

“They’re not moving,” Noowt said. “They’re
crawling. Something’s out there...”

The Tigras were approaching the Raptor slowly
— too big for the cave — and their missile banks plowed through
walls of discarded furniture. The mysterious creatures outside
streamed toward the Tigras, and the crew watched as the
dark-colored organisms crawled onto the missile banks and over the
white hulls of the warships. In the running lights of the Tigra,
they could see the creatures clearly. They were cat-sized
insectoids, and in under a minute, the lead Tigra was completely
covered by their scurrying bodies.

Moments later, Ella could see several jets of
atmosphere appear in the hull; pen-sized geysers of gas
crystalizing as it spilled into the vacuum of space. The creatures
swarmed over these fountains of escaping gases.

“They want the air…” Ella said.

Several more gas jets appeared in the hull of
the Tigras. The geysers seemed to be clustered around the bridge of
the lead ship. Suddenly, the warcraft exploded outward. The
atmosphere of the lead Tigra sprayed into space, and the insects on
the walls of the cave congregated in that spot, absorbing the
gases. One of the crew members was blown out of the ship, carried
outward by the rushing atmosphere. When he sank into the swarm,
they tore his body apart.

“Looks like they’re hungry too,” Noowt said
gravely.

The following two ships suffered the same
fate, the insectoids attacking the hull and then streaming inside
to gut the ships. It reminded Ella of a documentary she’d once seen
of piranhas swarming a carcass in the Amazon River. The husks of
the Tigras tumbled slowly toward them, until finally, the crew felt
the impact of the first ship — a light jolt of the Raptor —
followed by the second and third. They sat dead silent, watching
through the portal, hoping the creatures hadn’t noticed the
potential meal sitting in their midst.

They didn’t.

For a long while, the five of them watched
the insect-creatures retreat from the hulls of the three Tigras and
into the cracks and dark places in the cave walls. Squatch was the
first to speak.

“Yikes,” he said flatly.

The word encompassed what they were all
feeling.

Ella took a long, deep breath and exhaled
slowly.

“Yeah,” she said.

Outside, the creatures had disappeared
completely into the planetoid, and they were once again alone in
the cave.

“Ella, I need your help getting Mukasa out of
the tank,” it whispered. “With the oxygen printers powered down,
they’re going to run out of air.”

The two made their way through the
pitch-black ship in zero gravity. The feet in Noowt’s suit were
magnetic, and it had Ella hold on as it marched and climbed
carefully through hallways and hidden passages she never knew
existed. The Seirenes stayed on the bridge, observing the cave as
best they could in the inky blackness. Squatch remained on the
bridge as well, promising to help, though Ella had the feeling he
wanted to take a nap in zero gravity. He had a certain kind of
childish self-centeredness that she’d come to admire, and part of
Ella wanted to nap right along with him. Ella hoped Yin and Yang
were okay. Given what she’d seen them do over the last few days,
she suspected they could take care of themselves.

Noowt climbed down a ladder in a small
circular tunnel, dragging Ella upside down through the tube. She
was completely disoriented, and glad Noowt seemed to know where it
was going. Ella wanted to ask where they were, but they’d agreed to
remain silent, not knowing what it was that attracted the creatures
outside.

They were suddenly out of the emergency
service hatch. The smell told Ella they were in the medical bay.
The scent was her first experience with the Raptor. It seemed like
a lifetime ago, though the watch Willy gave her told her it’d only
been 16 days. She worried about the old man, wondering where he was
and what he was doing. The thought that all of her friends,
everyone she’d ever known, were being rounded up and shipped to
another planet was too surreal to imagine. She pictured Willy being
captured and ripped away from his bar. Ella saw her mother, father
and brothers in the hull of a Patronis freighter, being transported
like cattle. The images broke her heart. So much had changed… so
much about the way she saw herself and the Universe around her.

“Here we are,” Noowt whispered. “Let’s pull
them out…”

One by one, it unhinged the latches on the
lid to the Rehabilitation Chamber. When the last latch was lifted,
gas escaped from the chamber with a sudden low hiss. Ella felt
moisture in the air.

“Ok Ella, come around to the other side.
Anchor yourself,” Noowt whispered. She made her way around the
tank, holding the rim, using downward pressure to keep her feet on
the ground. “I’m going to reach in and pick them up,” Noowt
continued. “You’ll need to unhook the hoses from their body and
make sure nothing gets caught.”

Noowt reached into the tank, its feet
anchored to the ground, and used the mechanical strength of its
suit to lift Mukasa out of the cylinder. Ella yanked the hoses off
their body as her friend slid out of the chamber. Mukasa clung to
Noowt with one hand and pulled the hood and gas mask off with the
other.

“Ahhhh,” they said loudly. “Thank you. It was
getting difficult to breathe in there.”

“Sshhhh!” Noowt admonished. “Those things
might hear you!”

“Don’t worry,” Mukasa said. “Sound cannot be
transmitted through a vacuum.”

“That’s true,” Noowt said. “Good point.”

“Mukasa, what are those things outside?” Ella
asked.

“Mutant bed bugs,” they answered. “Their
proboscises are adapted to puncture almost anything in search of
air, food and water.”

“Including the hull of a starship,” Noowt
said, amazed.

“Cochino,” Ella said. She had a bout with bed
bugs a few years back, after a trip to Florida. The trauma still
lingered.

“They come from all the used mattresses and
couches people throw into space,” Mukasa said. “They’re attracted
to light and heat. They hunt for gases and nutrients in the garbage
that collects in this place. Their bodies are very resilient and
efficient.”

“How do we get out of here?” Ella asked.

“NEURA said it was possible to warp directly
out of this cave,” Noowt said. “The warped space would essentially
bend this junk around the hull of the ship.”

“One problem,” Mukasa said. “As soon as you
power up the Raptor, the bed bugs will return.”

“Then we’ll have to be fast,” Noowt said.
“Let’s get back to the bridge.”

* * *

Squatch was already snoring when the three of
them reached the bridge. Ella couldn’t see where the Grumscudder
was, exactly. Somewhere back in the crew lounge. It sounded like he
was pretty high off the ground.

Noowt helped Ella, Mukasa and the Seirenes
belt themselves into the chairs surrounding the helm, taking its
own seat last.

“Mukasa,” Noowt said. “We got some
information on Patronis, about the true location of the Founder.
You helped us find Gran Edonn. Can you — ”

“Yes,” Mukasa interrupted. “What is the
information?”

Noowt typed a series of buttons on its wrist
display, and played back the audio from Patronis Tower:

"ON A PLANET IN THE ORINTHIAN SYSTEM, FOURTH
FROM THE SUN…

I’VE NEVER HEARD OF THE ORINTHIAN SYSTEM.
ARE YOU LYING TO US?

NO. THE ORINTHIAN SYSTEM IS NOT ON THE
CHARTS. IT’S IN THE BLASQUE BELT, NEAR…"

“I know it,” Mukasa said as the audio
finished playing. “I’ve heard its Song many times. It is very
beautiful…”

“Can you find the planet? On the charts?”
Noowt asked.

“Yes, I can,” Mukasa said. “Given some time.
I suggest we warp to the nearest system. I can study the star
charts there.”

“Can we enter warp without NEURA?” Ella
asked.

“No,” Noowt said. “The calculations would
take us weeks. We’d be dead by then… frozen solid in a ship without
breathable air.”

“How long will it take NEURA to gain
consciousness?” Mukasa asked.

“I don’t know,” Noowt said. “I’ve never had
to reboot NEURA before…”

“What if it takes too long?” Ella asked
nervously.

Noowt didn’t answer. Ella imagined the look
of concern on its holographic face. Though there wasn’t enough
light on the bridge to see its expression, or those of the Seirenes
or Mukasa, Ella imagined they all looked scared. She certainly
was.

“I’m ready,” Noowt said, steel in its voice.
“How about all of you?”

Ella, the Seirenes and Mukasa all voiced
their affirmations. They were as ready as they could be, given what
happened to the Tigras. In a few minutes, that could be their
fate.

Noowt pressed buttons on the helm. A humming
began in the guts of the ship, and Ella felt her weight return.
Somewhere behind her, she heard Squatch hit the floor.

“What the hell!” he yelled. “You coulda woke
me up th’normal way!”

Internal and external lights came on, and
Noowt quickly switched them off. The electronic display on the
bridge windows lit up.

“They sense us,” Mukasa said, “They’re
coming.”

A moment later, Ella saw the first bugs
crawling out of the walls of the cave. “There they are!” she
yelled. “Noowt, pull the ship away from the walls!”

“I can’t!” Noowt said. “Thrusters aren’t
online yet!”

The bugs came streaming out of the planet,
attracted by the energy from the ship’s engines. They found the
spot where the Raptor’s hull touched the cave wall and clambered
onto the ship. Ella saw several bugs flitter over the bridge
portal.

“Come on NEURA…” Noowt urged nervously.

Several bugs congregated on the portal
windows. Ella could hear them tapping the glass, trying to break
through.

“Captain?” NEURA said suddenly.

“NEURA! Set a course for the nearest star! As
close as you can get us!”

“Ok, Captain.”

The tapping of the bridge portal became
deafening. Ella could hear it all over the hull.

“Course set,” NEURA said.

“GO!”

The Raptor was out of the cave in an instant,
traveling in a bubble of warped space.

“What’s going on?” It was Squatch, walking
onto the bridge. He took a second to look around. “There are bugs
up there on th’window.”

“Yeah,” Noowt said. “We noticed.”

The mutant bed bugs, riding in the bubble of
warped space with them, continued to tap their way into the
ship.

“There’s a hull breach in the engine room,”
NEURA said.

“Seal the room!” Noowt ordered.

The Raptor fell out of warped space a second
later, dangerously close to a star. Blinding sunlight filled the
bridge, making Ella and Squatch cry out, and everyone but Noowt
shield their eyes.

In an instant, the bugs on the bridge portal
windows shriveled, becoming nothing more than mounds of blackened
charcoal. Noowt pulled the ship’s control stick to the right,
causing the Raptor to spin in place, making sure every inch of the
ship was exposed to the intense heat of the sun.

“NEURA, get us out of here before our hull
melts,” Noowt urged, and the Eonic Raptor made a mini jump a safe
distance from the sun. When they fell out of warped space, Ella
could see the ball of plasma twinkling in the distance, slightly
brighter than the field of stars behind it.

For several moments, the crew sat staring
through the bridge windows, not saying anything. Ella let herself
breathe again.

“We made it,” Noowt said finally, breaking
the silence.

“I would like to look at those star charts,”
Mukasa said, wasting no time.

“I’d like to lie down, now,” Ella said,
taking off her seat belt and getting to her feet, “Sinoe, are you
coming?”

The Seirene looked up at Ella, and seemed to
recognize something in the Earth woman’s expression. She was on her
feet moments later.

“Yes. I am tired as well,” she said, joining
Ella as she backed down the hallway toward the cabins. Ella had
survived the riot in the dome, and a fall off the top of Patronis
Tower with no parachute. She’d fought a giant bug on Gran Edonn and
managed to escape a diamond temple crawling with indescribable
monstrosities. And now, she’d just lived through a fleet of seven
attacking Tigras and a planet full of mutant bed bugs. Ella was
finally convinced she could survive a little intimacy with the most
beautiful woman in the Universe.

“I’m ready,” Ella whispered in Sinoe’s ear as
the door to her cabin slid open.

SSSHICK!

Sinoe smiled.

“Me too,” the Seirene said.

* * *

Ella awoke in her bed, tangled in Sinoe’s
arms. Not surprisingly, Yin and Yang were laying on top of them,
purring softly. She didn’t know where they’d been, or how they’d
made their way into the cabin, but that was something her cats
seemed to have a talent for.

The Seirene’s head was nestled on her chest,
and Ella watched as she slept, studying her perfect nose and lips
and the arcs of her eyebrows. Sinoe’s eyelashes began to flutter,
and her eyes opened slowly, finding Ella in the dim light.

“Good morning,” Ella said in a whisper.

Sinoe smiled, and raised herself up, only to
swoop down and give Ella a quick kiss. The Seirene’s wings wrapped
around their bodies, creating a private little space for the two of
them.

“Good morning to you too,” she said, her
magical voice making Ella feel even more relaxed than she already
was.

“That was the most amazing experience of my
life,” Ella said, smiling.

“For both of us.”

Sinoe settled onto Ella’s shoulder. Ella
could see the Seirene’s gaze in her peripheral vision and pulled
the woman close.

“I suppose we should rejoin the living,” Ella
said.

“All things in their time,” Sinoe said,
making no effort to move.

Hours later, when the two of them finally
entered the bridge, they stumbled into the middle of a conversation
between Noowt, Mukasa and Squatch. Ella fell into one of the
couches in the crew lounge, and Sinoe sat next to her.

“… if that’s true, Squatch, the Federation
isn’t going to take it lying down.”

“Hey,” Ella interrupted. “What did we
miss?”

“No, reckon not. There’s gonna be a war.
Grumscudd men r’gonna have to get their asses back home and fight,”
Squatch said.

“The problem is,” Mukasa said, “No one knows
this is happening but you and the Shareholders.”

“Fine, don’t answer me,” Ella said.

“You were talkin’ t’us?” Squatch said.
“What’d you ask?”

“I asked you what we missed?” Ella said,
irritated. “And where are we?”

“You have been asleep almost six hours,”
Mukasa said.

“I don’t think they’ve been sleeping,” Noowt
said, “Look at them. They’re glowing.”

“Huh? What else would they be...” Squatch
said, his voice trailing off as he thought about the captain’s
words. He took a long look at Ella and Sinoe on the sofa, and
nodded. “Ohhhh...”

“We’re on the way to the Founder,” Noowt
said, “Mukasa discovered a lost planet on the star charts. It’s
very remote.”

Ella ran her fingers through Sinoe’s hair,
enjoying the cool feel of it. Her hand continued its journey,
moving down Sinoe’s back, searching for the Seirene’s wings. They
weren’t easily detectable, but Ella found them, subtle ridges
running from the top of the Seirene’s back to just above her
tailbone.

“I’ve said it before,” Squatch said. “You’re
not Grumscudd women or anything, but that’s some eye candy
there.”

Ella caught Squatch staring at the two of
them.

“Squatch,” she said. “Go take a cold shower.
You stink.”

“She’s right,” Noowt said. “Your odor is
offensive.”

Squatch never quit staring at her and Sinoe.
Ella grabbed an empty cup off the table and threw it at him.

“Go!” she yelled.

“Ok, ok,” he said, getting up and stumbling
to the grooming facilities.

“And no shaving!” Noowt yelled, suddenly
panicked.

“Aye-aye, Captain,” the Grumscudder said,
disappearing down the hallway.

Ella sat up, she and the Seirenes untangling
themselves awkwardly. “I need coffee,” she said. “Do you want
anything?”

“Water,” Sinoe said.

“I would like water too!” Laope said. She had
been sitting in a nearby chair, watching her wrist display.

Ella got up, slightly dizzy. She wasn’t yet
accustomed to hearing Laope speak. The Seirene hadn’t used her
voice for hundreds of years, and suddenly, she burst into song to
elicit the truth from the board of directors. While Sinoe’s song
was seductive, making Ella feel like surrendering to her passions,
Laope’s song had a commanding quality. It made Ella want to
obey.

She walked to the galley, her body aching.
Probably from that jump off the tower, she thought. Her head was
pounding too. “Can I print painkillers in this thing?” she yelled
out to Noowt.

“No,” it responded. “The Patronis Corporation
would never make medication that cheap and easy to get.”

“Coffee. Hot,” Ella said. “And two glasses of
drinking water.”

The printer lit up, and within seconds, it
made a small beeping sound. Ella took the cups out one by one and
set them on the counter. It then took a moment to print food, water
and kitty litter for Yin and Yang.

“What are we going to do with the Diachron
when we find it?” Ella asked the group as she rejoined them,
setting the drinks on the table.

“If we find it,” Noowt said. “Thanks to
Laope, we know we have the right planet. Problem is, it’s going to
be secured and fortified. If it’s the home of the true Founder,
it’ll have ten times the security of Patronis…”

“We should do as the Makers asked, and return
it,” Laope said, ignoring Noowt’s cynicism.

“I agree,” Sinoe said.

“I also feel that would be the appropriate
course of action,” Mukasa said.

“Well, I hope there’s something in it for
me,” Noowt grumbled. “Ella killed my last paying customers, and
I’ve been blowing through CREDITS ever since. Not to mention, the
Raptor needs serious repairs, and Patronis probably has a price on
my head by now.”

“Squatch is an Uner customer, isn’t he?” Ella
asked.

“No,” Noowt said. “I made him a crew member
thinking he was too broke to pay the fare.”

Ella laughed.

“Not funny,” Noowt said, irritated.

“There are more important reasons to return
the Diachron than CREDITS,” Laope said.

“The Universe is dying,” Sinoe said. “You
could help save it.”

“Yeah, well,” Noowt said, “the Diachron was
stolen thousands of cycles ago. If the Universe takes that long to
heal, I won’t be around to witness the effect…”

“Nor will I,” Mukasa said, “but I feel it is
a worthwhile cause.”

“I guess,” Noowt said halfheartedly.

Ella took another sip of the coffee. She felt
some of the exhaustion of the past few days beginning to clear,
though it wasn’t gone.

“I want to take the Earth back,” she
said.

“I’m not sure returning the Diachron is going
to help with that,” Noowt said.

“I — ” Ella started, “I’m just hoping the
Makers can do something once we give it back. I mean, they’re like
Gods aren’t they?”

The question was left unanswered. No one knew
what to expect. They sat around the lounge table, feeling anxious
about the planet ahead. For all they knew, there could be a fleet
of Tigras — or worse — ready to kill them the moment they dropped
out of warped space. Ella finished her coffee and watched as a
maintenance robot picked it up and took it to the galley.

“We’re close,” Mukasa said. Ella noticed for
the first time that they were wearing a newly printed outfit; black
trousers, starched white shirt, and a polka-dotted bow tie. “I hear
its Song very clearly now,” they continued. “It’s breathtaking.
This planet is a special place. Very special.”

“Captain,” NEURA said a few minutes later,
“we will be arriving at the uncharted world in 10 minutes.”

“Thank you NEURA,” Noowt said, getting to its
feet. “Time to head to the bridge.”

Ella stood up, following Noowt to the pilot’s
helm. Mukasa and the Seirenes took chairs behind them.

“Are you all ready for whatever we run into
here?” Noowt said.

“Yeah,” Ella said, looking back at Mukasa and
the Seirenes.

“Yes,” Mukasa said. “I am excited to see this
world. Its song is exceptional.”

The Seirenes nodded.

The Raptor dropped out of warp, and there it
was, the uncharted world, spinning slowly beneath them, a blend of
deep blues and intense greens. There was an ice cap at the pole
Ella could see, and white clouds swept over oceans and
landmasses.

“Wow,” Ella said. “It almost looks like
Earth…”

“NEURA,” Noowt asked, “are you picking up any
shields? Any war craft?”

“No, Captain,” NEURA said, “I’m not picking
up anything. There are no electronic devices being utilized on the
planet. At least, none that I can read from here...”

“The Board sent us to the wrong place!” Noowt
said, “I knew it!”

“No,” Mukasa said. “This is the right place.
I sense the Founder here.”

“NEURA,” Noowt said, “do you see any
structures? Any sign of civilization?”

“Yes, one structure,” NEURA answered. “We
passed over it a few moments ago.”

“Take us there,” Noowt said. “And keep an eye
out for surprises.”

The Eonic Raptor dove into the planet’s
atmosphere. The crew watched through the bridge portal as the
surface drew closer.

“What’s that?” Ella asked, leaning into the
helm portals to get a better look. “They’re like the trees on
Arboran…”

Stretching as far as the eye could see in
every direction, the branches of gigantic trees pushed up through
the cloud cover, their surfboard-sized leaves taking in the light
of the sun.

“It can’t be…” Noowt said. “We saw the last
one fall…”

The Raptor sank into the clouds, descending
carefully through the tangle of giant branches. Suddenly, they were
under the cloud ceiling, flying through the immense trees, a forest
of stately trunks stretching into the mist-shrouded distance.
Beautiful flying creatures glided in groups through the damp air. A
family of monkey-like creatures watched them pass by, their faces
open and curious.

“It is beautiful,” Sinoe said.

“Yeah,” Ella said, “but how safe is it out
there?”

“It is a very safe planet,” Mukasa said. “We
have nothing to fear here.”

“Captain,” NEURA said, “I hate to remind you,
but we still have no landing gear.”

Noowt was too enthralled by the planet to
hear NEURA. “It’s Arboran…” it whispered. “It’s exactly like the
videos I’ve seen, before Patronis colonized it.”

A stately palace appeared through the tree
trunks, built into the bare rock of a large outcrop. The thick,
wooden vines that crawled up the trunks of the giant trees had been
coaxed into a complex pattern of arches and spires, and the gaps
between them were filled with earth from the planet’s surface. To
Ella, it looked like the planet itself had sprouted a leaf-strewn
castle from a fairy tale.

“Look at that,” Noowt said, fascinated. “It’s
an Arboranean palace…”

“Captain,” NEURA said, “we don’t have landing
gear.”

“Yeah. Of course. I’m sorry NEURA,” Noowt
said. “Can we land in water?”

“Yes,” NEURA said, “we can. The Raptor is
designed to float.”

Noowt flew the Raptor close to the palace and
set down in the lake as gently as possible, not wanting to disturb
the life under the surface. It felt a mix of emotions it had never
experienced in its life: awe, wonder, happiness, homesickness,
respect. The feelings churned inside Noowt, and it couldn’t wait to
leave the ship. Somehow, Noowt had discovered something it never
knew it’d wanted… a new Arboran.

* * *

The cool, misty air of the planet rushed into
the Raptor through the observation deck hatch, bringing with it the
smell of fragrant flowers and rich, fertile soil. It was the
cleanest air Ella had ever breathed. The atmosphere on Earth paled
in comparison, filled as it was with centuries of fossil fuel
exhaust and industrial chemicals.

This is what it was like, she thought,
before industry… before coal and oil…

The Raptor came equipped with rafts in the
event of an emergency water landing. The group inflated them and
set them in the crystal-clear water of the lake.

“Look at that…” Ella said, amazed.

The water was filled with graceful marine
life of all colors. They flitted here and there, their fins
appearing like delicate streamers as they ate green algae off the
rocks at the bottom of the lake.

“So beautiful,” Laope said, gazing into the
water with her.

They loaded into the two rafts — Squatch in
one and the rest in the other — and pushed off from the Raptor,
rowing to the nearby shore. Noowt jumped out first, and dragged the
rafts onto the beach, helping each of them out in turn. The Palace
loomed above them at the top of the rock face. It would be a steep
climb straight up, or a hike into the woods around the outcropping.
They chose the latter, partly for safety, and partly for the
experience. Ella felt very small in the forest, the trunks of the
Arboranean trees rising thousands of feet into the clouds, like
ancient sentinels guarding the Palace.

“My friends,” Noowt said, stopping in its
tracks, “before we start, would you allow me a moment to leave my
suit?”

They nodded.

“Of course,” Ella said.

Noowt pulled the hatch on its suit open and
slithered out, touching the forest floor gingerly, as if savoring
the experience. When it had exited the suit completely, it dropped
into the soil of the planet for a moment, burrowing into the dirt
and ground shrubbery and disappearing completely.

“Where’d it go?” Squatch said, leaning
forward to get a better look.

In a flash, Noowt launched itself off the
forest floor toward the trees, moving up one of the ancient trunks
like gravity-defying slime. They all watched from the ground as
Noowt threw itself from tree to tree high above them. Then, it let
go of a high branch and fell straight down. Just before colliding
with the forest floor, Noowt shaped itself into a kind of gliding
wing, catching the air. It flew toward the cathedral-like roots of
a nearby tree and disappeared into the darkness. Ella waited for
the captain to reappear.

“Where is it?” Ella said, scanning the roots.
In a flash, Noowt bounded out of the roots toward them, and into
the belly of its suit.

“Wooo!” Noowt squealed suddenly.
“Amazing!”

“It looked amazing,” Ella said, smiling.

“I love this place,” Noowt said
enthusiastically.

“You should,” a raspy voice said. “Arboran
was your birthright. It was also my greatest work.”

The group spun toward the unfamiliar voice,
Noowt pulling its raygun and Ella her pistol.

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Palace Palaver

 


It was a Maker — only it looked different
from the being Ella saw as a hologram in the Hailing Temple on Gran
Edonn. It was tall and thin, and had lilac-colored skin like the
female Maker they’d spoken to, only it appeared old and frail,
hobbling toward them with some difficulty.

“Its colonization was a tragedy,” the Maker
continued. “That is why I recreated it here, on this world.” The
being wore a rough hooded garment woven from fibers found on the
planet. He carried a simple staff that helped him balance as he
walked.

“You’re the Founder of the Patronis
Corporation…” Noowt said, continuing to aim the raygun at the
figure.

“In a sense.”

“We’re looking for the Diachron,” Ella
said.

“Yes,” the Maker said. “I suspected. I knew
someone would come for it eventually…” He stopped, and looked at
all of them, bemused. “What makes you think I’ll give it to
you?”

Noowt and Ella, weapons raised, glanced at
each other as if to say isn’t it obvious?

“Because,” Noowt said. “We have guns…”

“Ah,” the Founder nodded, “kill me, and
you’ll never find the Diachron. It’s well hidden.”

Noowt and Ella spared a second glance at one
another. This time, their expressions were slightly anxious. The
Founder noticed, and laughed softly.

“I get so few visitors on this world,” the
Founder said. “And never a group such as you. An Arboranean. Two
Delphinians. A Grumscudder and two Earthlings. What a treat.
Truly.”

The Founder turned and began to walk away
from them.

“Come! Let’s have supper!” the Founder yelled
over his shoulder as he hobbled up the trail toward the Palace.
When he noticed that they hadn’t moved, he turned. “Please,
follow,” the Maker invited.

The crew looked at one another, not knowing
what to do. The elderly Maker didn’t seem dangerous.

“I don’t think we’ll need those guns,” Mukasa
said, stepping past Ella and Noowt on the way up the path.

Noowt and Ella lowered their weapons
reluctantly.

“I agree with Mukasa,” Laope said, following
behind them.

The two holstered their weapons and followed
the rest of the crew up the path, trailing behind the Founder. The
Maker led them through the forest, around the perimeter of the
palace. Ella ducked under giant ferns and gawked at a group of
orchid-like flowers collecting water falling from the canopy
above.

A cloud of blue butterfly-like creatures flew
through and around them. The Founder stopped, catching one of the
animals on his slender finger with a small chuckle. The creature
hung from the Makers finger, fanning its wings several times before
catching the breeze once again. The Founder smiled, watching it
disappear into the forest. Ella was fascinated by the Maker’s
playfulness; at the sense of peace and joy that seemed to emanate
from him. He stood for a moment, seemingly lost in thought.
Eventually, the Founder turned his attention back to the crew.

“Come,” he said.

The Founder and the crew passed through a
narrow spot between the tree trunks, and suddenly, there it was,
the palace. The entrance was carved from the ancient stump of a
long-passed Arboranean tree. Woven vines packed with earth opened
here and there, letting light into the structure. It rose high into
the air, and branches grew from the towers and spires.

They followed the maker through the entrance,
into an organic grand foyer, where woven mats were spread over the
moss-covered floors. The smell was rich and earthen, complimented
by the savory aroma of food cooking in a cauldron in the center of
the room. There were large sunlit spaces to the left and right of
the foyer filled with beautiful green plants. They looked like
exotic tropical gardens to Ella, and she saw a variety of colorful
fruit hanging from the leafy branches. Twin staircases led to the
second level of the structure.

“Please,” the Founder said, leading them to a
series of moss-covered mats arranged around the bubbling cauldron.
“Please sit.”

The large pot simmered with what looked like
vegetable stew to Ella, rich with the scent of starchy tubers,
sweet roots and exotic spices. With trembling hands, the Founder
filled several bowls, and passed them to the crew. Ella took the
bowl and set herself down on the mat. The moss-strewn floor was
soft and velvety to the touch, and the bowl of stew felt warm in
her hands. In spite of her inherent distrust of the Founder, a
feeling of comfort began to sink into her body.

They watched the Maker eat first, and then
tried the stew. Noowt opened the hatch on its suit, and snuck up to
its bowl, eating tentatively at first, and then enveloping the
contents in one movement. Ella could see the food dissolving in its
body through the window in its suit. The sight would have been
grotesque to Ella only a week ago, but she didn’t bat an eye. She
was too busy eating in her own human way. The food was delicious,
and she felt strength and vitality return to her body. She could
feel the exhaustion and the aches of the last few days evaporating
slowly.

“So,” the Founder said, “tell me why you seek
the Diachron…”

Mukasa was the first to speak.

“We wish to return it,” they said, “to its
rightful place.”

“Ahhh,” the Maker said. “And who gave you
this task?”

“We hailed the Makers,” Noowt said.

“On Gran Edonn,” the Founder said, impressed.
“I’m surprised you lived to tell the tale!”

“It wasn’t easy,” Ella said.

“I suspect not. That was the only Station I
could not dismantle. Too dangerous.”

“They told us you stole the Diachron,” Sinoe
said.

“And that the Universe is dying,” Laope
said.

“Right on both accounts, I’m afraid,” the
Maker admitted. “The Diachron belongs at the center of all things,
at the Crossways. Without it, the flow of energy through the
Universe has been set off-balance, causing life, and reality
itself, to degrade. But the Diachron does not belong to the
Collective.”

“Doesn’t belong t’you either,” Squatch said
through a mouthful of stew.

“No,” the Maker said, laughing softly. “No, I
suppose you’re right. It doesn’t. I was forced to remove it, but it
wasn’t without cost. Life across the Universe has become violent,
adversarial. The more a world is deprived of its full measure of
energy from the Crossways, the more degraded it becomes. That was
the story of Gran Edonn. Unless the Diachron is returned to the
Crossways, that will become our story too.”

The group stared at the Founder. Ella didn’t
know what to make of the elderly being. He seemed kind, but his
story didn’t really add up.

Sensing the confusion, the Maker set down his
bowl of stew, and stretched out his arms. “Why don’t I show you,”
he said. “Please, take my hands…”

Mukasa, sitting closest to the Maker, took
his hand first. Noowt opened the hatch on its suit and wrapped a
piece of its body around the Founder’s opposite hand. One by one,
they took hold of one another. Ella and Squatch were the last to
join hands, completing the circle. As soon as she did, her
surroundings seemed to melt away, replaced by deep blackness… the
most profound darkness she’d ever experienced.

Then, an explosion filled her mind with
blinding white light. There was no sound, but Ella saw a shockwave
of matter spread from the blast in all directions. At the point of
detonation, a sparkling white light remained.

THE DIACHRON, the Founder said, his voice
seeming to come from everywhere, IS THE SPARK WHICH IGNITED THE
GREAT EXPLOSION LONG AGO…

As the matter expanded, Ella noticed faint
streaks of energy flowing through the Diachron, not unlike the
center of the shimmering plasma ball she’d owned as a child. She
noticed a translucent orb forming around the Diachron. At first, it
was no more than a loose smattering of particles. The translucent
orb continued to grow and thicken, and Ella noticed the surface
capturing and utilizing the energy. It looked like a kind of
circuit board.

The voice of the Founder continued to fill
her mind…

THE CRYSTAL ORB YOU SEE BEFORE YOU WAS THE
FIRST ENTITY IN THE UNIVERSE TO EVOLVE FULL CONSCIOUSNESS. NO MORE
THAN A SIMPLE STRUCTURE IN THE BEGINNING, THE ORB GREW IN
COMPLEXITY, AND GAINED THE ABILITY TO HARNESS THE POWER OF THE
DIACHRON, IT BECAME SUPREMELY INTELLIGENT, CONNECTED TO THE EBB AND
FLOW OF THE COSMOS AT AN INTIMATE LEVEL…

Ella saw small globes appear around the orb.
Light flashed and danced inside them, and the globes disappeared
into the darkness of space, shooting outward in every direction.
Hundreds of them. Thousands of them.

THE ORB GAINED THE ABILITY TO EXPERIMENT
WITH MATTER, TO MOLD ATOMS AND MOLECULES INTO NEW SHAPES AND
PATTERNS. EVENTUALLY, THE ORB HAPPENED UPON A HIGHLY VERSATILE
PATTERN, WHAT WE NOW KNOW AS DNA. SEEING THE POTENTIAL FOR THIS NEW
MATERIAL, THE MAKER SENT THE COMPLEX PROTEINS TO EVERY WORLD IN THE
UNIVERSE CAPABLE OF SUSTAINING IT...

New spheres appeared around the Maker, and
inside, lilac-skinned beings grew to full adulthood like fetuses in
the womb. One by one, they disappeared into the blackness of space,
following the paths of the voyagers that had gone before them.

WHEN ENOUGH TIME HAD PASSED, THE ORB CREATED
NEW VESSELS FOR ITS CONSCIOUSNESS. INTO EACH BEING, IT POURED A
PIECE OF ITS ESSENCE. WHILE THE BEINGS WERE SEPARATE, AND GIVEN THE
GIFT OF FREE WILL, THEY WERE ALSO PART OF A COLLECTIVE. THE LEGION
OF SATELLITE ENTITIES WERE SENT TO THE PLANETS TO HELP GUIDE THE
DEVELOPMENT OF DNA-BASED LIFE. I AM ONE OF THESE ENTITIES; OR
MAKERS, AS YOU CALL US. I WAS FREE TO ROAM THE YOUNG UNIVERSE, BUT
DESTINED TO RETURN TO THE COLLECTIVE, TO REINTEGRATE WITH THE ORB
AND SHARE WHAT I HAD LEARNED…

The sphere containing the Founder travelled
through vast stretches of space, until it reached a misty green and
blue world circling a yellow star. The planet was covered in green
algae, and Ella watched the Maker hatch from the sphere and go to
work, shifting and changing DNA like a painter spreading oils on a
canvas. Over time, animals appeared, and trees… trees reaching
miles into the sky.

I WAS ASSIGNED THE LUSH, GREEN WORLD YOU NOW
KNOW AS ARBORAN. WORKING WITH DNA-BASED LIFE WAS A OF JOYOUS
EXPERIENCE FOR ME. EVERY DAY BROUGHT NEW SURPRISES AND DISCOVERIES.
I CAME TO APPRECIATE THE COMPLEXITY AND BEAUTY OF DNA-BASED LIFE.
OTHER MAKERS WERE SO FORTUNATE…

The environment changed. Ella and the group
found themselves in a thick jungle on a planet with orange skies. A
Maker, tending to a colony of scarlet-colored flowers, was attacked
by a centipede-like creature, and devoured from the head down. The
environment changed again, and a Maker appeared on a vast plain,
brushing the hair of a wooly mammoth. Without warning, the being
was bludgeoned with a rudimentary club and beaten to death by a
group of upright apes.

WHEN THE COLLECTIVE REALIZED THAT DNA-BASED
LIFE HAD A WILD, UNPREDICTABLE QUALITY, IT CALLED THE MAKERS BACK
TO THE ORB. FRIGHTENED OF THE DESTRUCTIVE POTENTIAL OF THE LIFE IT
HAD BROUGHT FORTH, IT PLANNED A GREAT CLEANSING…

The vision disappeared in a flash, and Ella
was back in the palace. Someone had broken the circle. She saw
Noowt crawl through the hatch on the abdomen of its suit and close
the door. Seconds later, the suit came back to life.

“What do you mean, ‘Great Cleansing’?” it
asked, an angry edge in its voice.

“The eradication of all DNA-based life in the
Universe, of course,” the Founder said plainly. “That’s why I had
to steal the Diachron. I could not bear to see the Collective
follow through with its plan…”

The group stared at the Founder, stunned.
Sinoe and Laope wore expressions of confusion and
disillusionment.

“Why would the Collective want to eradicate
all life in the Universe?” Sinoe asked.

“Fear, mostly,” the Founder said after a bite
of stew. “The Collective is delusional. It came to see itself as a
Supreme Being… as a God. It is powerful and unique, but it is no
God. It is as fallible as you or I. When I discovered what the
Collective intended to do, I refused to rejoin. I stole the
Diachron. The Collective and its Makers would lose the ability to
leave the Crossways without it. There could be no Cleansing…”

“How can you survive outside the Crossways?”
Laope asked.

“The Diachron captures enough energy to
sustain me, at least temporarily. but I am degrading… aging...”

The Founder took one final bite of the stew
and stared into the fire below the pot. He wore a pensive
expression. The reflection of the flames danced in his eyes.

“If it was a mistake to take the Diachron,”
he said finally. “It’s one I would be happy to repeat.”

The crew sat silent, staring at the elderly
Maker as he gazed into the flames. While Ella was surprised by what
she was hearing, she wondered how the Seirenes were feeling. Before
today, they’d seemed to view the Makers as benevolent beings, as
God-like entities worthy of trust and adoration.

“Unfortunately,” the Founder said, startling
the crew out of their private thoughts, “the flow of energy through
the Universe has shifted… dimmed. As the Makers fled back to the
Crossways for survival, DNA-based life grew viciously competitive.
All across the Universe, life became obsessed with its own
self-interest, to exploit and kill to satiate its desires. It was
my attempt to control these impulses that formed the roots of the
Patronis Corporation.”

“You make it sound as if you weren’t part of
the problem,” Noowt said.

“I was,” the Founder said. “I admired the
creative power of DNA-based life. I attempted to channel that
energy into the kind of self-determinative, creative stewardship we
Makers had performed for eons. I started the organization on
Patronis as a means of promoting pro-social activity. I hoped it
would serve as a positive outlet for boredom and aggression.
Instead, I created a monster…”

“What happened?” Ella asked.

“The company grew like wildfire,” the Founder
responded, the lines on his face deepening as he furrowed his brow.
“The leaders of the organization entertained my ideas for a time,
but eventually, I was edged out. They found this world, remote and
without sentient life, and forced me to retire here. The
corporation created Philoman Patronis as a new figurehead, as a
means of normalizing their philosophy of greed. It was a way to
justify the inequity of their system. They’ve hidden the true
origins of the corporation in fiction…”

“What would happen if you returned the
Diachron now?” Noowt asked.

“I don’t know,” the Founder said. “I can’t
predict what the Collective will do. That is why I’ve remained
here, out of its reach. I’m afraid it will attempt the Cleansing if
I return… especially now that DNA-based life has strayed so far
from the path the Collective intended.”

That made sense to Ella. Looking around at
the Seirenes, Mukasa and Noowt, she saw that the Maker’s words had
sparked something within them as well.

Squatch was fast asleep.

“Would you like to see the Diachron?” the
Founder asked. They all nodded, and the Maker pulled back its robe,
revealing an amulet it wore around its neck. It was a darkened
glass capsule. Inside, an intensely bright yellow ring of energy
spun like a top, giving off beautiful patterns of light. They all
stared into it, mouths agape.

“The Diachron…,” Noowt said. “The actual
Diachron…”

“Yes,” the Maker said. “And its return to the
Crossways must be carefully negotiated. The Diachron must not fall
into the hands of the Collective alone. Its keepers must have no
ego, must not seek personal gain, or believe themselves
superior.”

“That’s a tall order,” Noowt said
sarcastically.

“Yes,” the Maker said. “Which is why I have
been searching for an answer for over 6,000 cycles.”

* * *

After supper, the Founder invited the crew to
take a stroll through the forest. They had found the Diachron, but
there was no clear path forward. The Founder wasn’t what they’d
expected.

They hadn’t had a chance to meet and plan
their next move, but they didn’t really have to. Things had
changed, and they all knew it. Noowt wasn’t sure what it would do
to remain financially solvent, but it wasn’t going to involve
finding and selling the Diachron. Ella didn’t know if she’d ever
set foot on Earth again, and wondered if a life lived in space
would be an acceptable alternative. Mukasa and the Seirenes no
longer felt the Diachron should be returned to the Crossways; at
least, not the way they’d once believed. Squatch searched for giant
mushrooms among the roots of the trees.

“When I arrived here, this planet was
essentially a dead world,” the Founder said, scanning the forest
canopy as it hobbled on a path through the gigantic trees. “My
first act was to introduce a highly efficient cyanobacteria to the
oceans. I’ve found it’s the most effective way to produce the
oxygen needed to…”

As the Maker spoke, a slight roar grew in the
distance.

“I had heirloom DNA from Arboran,” the
Founder continued. “Which I introduced in stages. The first — ”

“What is that?” Ella said, interrupting.

“It sounds like an engine,” Noowt
answered.

“I’m not expecting visitors,” the Founder
said, scanning what little sky he could see through the thick
forest.

“Whatever it is, it’s headed this way, fast,”
Noowt said, pulling the raygun out of its leg compartment.

Ella pulled the gun from her shoulder
holster. The sound grew louder still, reminding her of the jets
that flew over the house she used to squat in by the airport in
North Portland.

Jets…

“It’s Elstrad!” she screamed. “We’ve got to
get to the Raptor! Now!”

It was too late. Elstrad’s Rykan was
approaching low through the trees. Ella and Noowt fired at it, but
their small weapons had no effect on the approaching ship. They
broke into a desperate run, trying to find cover in the tree roots.
In seconds, Elstrad’s ship was hovering over them, tracking the
crew as they ran. Ella heard the Rykan eject something, heard it
hit the ground with a dull thud. There was an explosion of green
light.

Then… darkness…

* * *

Ella woke in a panic.

Elstrad! He’s coming!

She sat bolt upright, scanning wildly for the
Seirenes. She didn’t see them. Ella struggled to her feet, feeling
dizzy and sick, and nearly stumbled over Squatch. She stepped over
his gigantic limbs, using the trunk of one of the trees for
balance. Noowt was nearby, his suit still in the standing position,
but slumped over and completely still. Mukasa was on the ground,
their eyes struggling to open. The Maker sat against a tree,
breathing in ragged, shallow breaths.

“What happened?” Mukasa said in a strained
voice.

“It was Elstrad,” Ella said, still searching
for Sinoe and Laope. “He put us to sleep with a neural
dampener…”

“Did he take the Seirenes?”

“Looks like it,” she answered. “We’ve got to
get them back…”

“How did he find us?”

“I don’t know.”

Noowt’s suit began to stir, standing up
straight. “Where are Sinoe and Laope?” it drawled slowly.

“Elstrad took them,” Ella answered.

“What’s going on with the Founder?” it said,
motioning weakly toward the Maker.

Ella turned in the Founder’s direction. He
was sitting against one of the giant trees, struggling to breathe.
She took a few steps toward him and noticed his robe had been blown
open; that his abdomen was covered in blood.

“Are you okay?” Ella asked, bending down to
get a better look. The Founder was barely conscious.

“I was hit,” he struggled, “with shrapnel...
from the dampener…”

Noowt appeared beside Ella. “We need to get
the Founder to the medical bay, quick.”

“What happened?” Squatch said behind
them.

“Squatch!” Noowt yelled. “Get up! We need
your help! The Founder’s been injured!”

Squatch got up slowly, his head pounding.

“Squatch! Please! Help us get him to the
Raptor!”

Squatch stumbled over to the Founder and
picked him up, holding the Maker gently against his shoulder. The
group made their way through the woods as quickly as possible. When
they reached the lake, Squatch waded into the water, holding the
Founder above the surface. The rest of them slid a raft into the
water and jumped in, rowing hard toward the Raptor.

“NEURA!” Noowt yelled into its wrist device.
“The Founder is here, and he’s been injured!”

Squatch climbed out of the lake and onto the
hull of the Raptor. The observation deck hatch was already open by
the time he got there, and Squatch leapt through it, running
through the bridge, down the lift to the cargo area and into the
sick bay. Squatch laid the Founder on the operating table as
gingerly as possible, then took several steps back to let the
medical robots do their work.

Noowt, Ella and Mukasa weren’t far
behind.

“NEURA, Sinoe and Laope have been taken by
Elstrad,” Noowt said. “We may be able to follow their warp trail
and overtake them.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I can’t do that.”

“What did you say?”

“I can’t,” NEURA said apologetically. “My
programming leaves me no choice but to take the Founder to
Patronis.”

“We’re not going to Patronis,” Noowt said,
getting angry. “We just came from there. We were nearly
killed.”

“I don’t have a choice, Captain. As a product
of the Patronis Corporation, I am subject to Protocol 42…”

“I don’t care about protocol!” Noowt yelled.
“Sinoe and Laope have been taken!”

“The protocol leaves me no choice Captain,”
NEURA said. “I must bring the Founder to a top-tier medical
facility on Patronis immediately.”

“Ella, Squatch and I… we can’t go…”

“I know, Captain,” NEURA said. “You are
considered agents of Aeron. They will kill you if they find you on
board.”

“NEURA, please…” Noowt said.

“I have begun running start-up procedures.
You have five minutes to leave the ship, or I will be forced to
take you with me.”

“NEURA…”

“Please go, Captain.”

Noowt began to back out of the medical bay,
the gravity of the situation dawning on it. If NEURA took the
Raptor to Patronis, and couldn’t return, Ella, Squatch and it could
be stranded on this uncharted world for the rest of their
lives.

“Noowt!” the Founder yelled through a haze of
pain, holding his arms out for the Arboranean. “Please…come to
me…”

For a split second, Noowt was torn between
complying with the Founder, or turning and leaving the ship. It
chose to approach the Maker, who embraced it, and whispered
directly into the suit’s microphone system. When he was finished,
the Founder slumped back onto the table and Noowt took a few steps
away, watching the ancient Maker breathing in ragged fits and
spasms.

“Come on Noowt!” Ella said. “We’ve gotta
go!”

Ella and Squatch sprinted down the hallway
and through the cargo bay, Noowt and Mukasa not far behind. They
made it to the lift, and it began to rise to the bridge level.

“45 seconds,” NEURA said over the
loudspeakers. “Please hurry.”

Squatch and Ella stepped onto the bridge
before the lift stopped, and Noowt and Mukasa followed.

“30 seconds.”

They ran through the bridge and the lounge,
past the galley, and up the curved hallway to the windows where
they’d entered...

“10… 9… 8… 7…”

The hallway seemed incredibly long to Ella.
They reached the open window hatch on the observation deck...

“4… 3… 2…”

Squatch went through first, then Ella.

“1…”

The hatch began to close. Noowt ducked under
it as it descended. They heard it close and seal with a hiss.

As Ella, Noowt and Squatch got to their feet
on the hull of the Raptor, they saw Mukasa, trapped on the inside
of the glass. They didn’t make it out.

“Mukasa!” Noowt yelled, slamming the glass
with its robotic fist.

Mukasa smiled, and pressed their hand against
the glass. Ella placed her hand over theirs as the ship begin to
rise.

“Ella, Squatch!” Noowt yelled. “We have to
jump!”

The three of them bounded off the hull of the
Raptor into the lake below. When their heads cleared the water, the
ship was already up among the branches of the Arboranean trees. The
three of them watched as the ship navigated through the canopy and
disappeared into the clouds above.

It was the last time the three of them would
ever see the Eonic Raptor with their own eyes…

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Sisters of Aeron

If the Invisible Hand of the Free Market is
the supposed guiding Force of the Universe, few individuals have
rallied against that Force as passionately as the Sisters of Aeron;
Federation presidents Rulla and Rajja Rolandek. Sociology
professors and one-time Deans of the University Liberalis, Rulla
and Rajja were instrumental in the development of the Federation of
Safe Space; a collection of small-scale, locally sourced worlds
often referred to as the “Intergalactic Fempire” by Philoman
Patronis and his cronies.

No one remembers exactly when the conflict
between the Patronis Corporation and the people of Aeron began,
though Federation historians blame tensions on Patronis’s open
preference for humanoid, cisgender males in all employment settings
and leadership roles. Patronis Corporate historians, on the other
hand, attribute the age-old conflict to the whiny, histrionic
victim-stance of Aeronean snowflakes.

In the end, I guess we’ll never know who’s
to blame…

While the Aeroneans have a long tradition of
matriarchal leadership dating back to the dawn of herstory, it is
the Rolandek Sisters that fired the first significant shots in the
wars against poverty, disease, ignorance and the oppressive
policies of the Patronis Corporation. As a result, Safe Spacers
enjoy tuition-free classes at the University Liberalis, guaranteed
employment, free medical care, free housing, free food rations and
free clothing. Well, as long as you’re not a male-assigned
cisgender humanoid. As indirect recipients of Patronis
scrotoctrical privilege and potential agents of oppression, they
have been labeled “low priority” by the Central Planning
Committee’s resource allocation department.

Sounds amazing, right? And don’t ask how it
all gets paid for. It just does.

Down with the Patronis Corporation! Down
with capitalism! Down with the Patr(onis)iarchy!

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

The Sisters and their security detail stood
at the edge of the landing platform at the top of the Central
Planning Building, watching the sky for Elstrad’s Rykan, the free
and flowing fabric of their skirts and tunics catching the evening
wind. Their blue skin matched the deepening tones of the sky, and
in the gathering darkness, only their teeth and the whites of their
eyes were clearly visible. Elstrad had notified them of his
impending arrival, had told them he had the Seirenes, and was
entering the atmosphere above them.

Aeronean spies on Patronis had reported that
the corporation was amassing a Redevelopment fleet bound for Aeron,
that the war had essentially begun. The Seirenes were now more
vital than ever. As a small, currency-free federation of planets
with a focus on entitlement programs, they were outgunned in every
way by the Patronis fleet. They desperately needed a weapon to even
the odds, and the Seirenes were their best option. The Sisters
realized they were now dabbling in human trafficking — that they
had compromised their core values in troubling ways — but they were
desperate.

Desperate enough to hire a human tracker and
sellsword to hunt the Seirenes, to find them at all costs.
Desperate enough to dip into the Federation’s emergency CREDIT
supply; money earned from secret off-world dealings.

“There!” Rulla said, pointing at the sky.

Rajja’s eyes followed her sister's
outstretched hand. She didn’t have Rulla’s keen eyesight, and had
to work a little harder to see Elstrad’s ship descending through
the clouds.

“I see it,” Rajja said, turning to her
sister. “I’ll do the talking. Remember, Elstrad is a mouth-reader.
Don’t say anything in full view that you don’t want him to
know.”

They stood together, watching the ship
approach quickly over the Federal District. When it reached the
building, it hovered for a moment, and set down, landing gear
opening as it made contact. It was several minutes before the ramp
descended and the ship’s bay doors slid open.

Elstrad appeared in the cargo bay of the
Rykan, his eyes intense and his blond hair stringy and unkempt. As
he stepped onto the ramp, two human-sized capsules followed behind,
hovering silently. The Sisters watched as Elstrad stepped onto the
landing platform, letting the capsules slide to a stop behind
him.

“I will take payment now,” he signed.

“Check them,” Rulla ordered, and her security
detail grouped around the capsules, assessing vitals and peering
through the windows at the women lying perfectly still inside.

“They’re in suspended animation,” Elstrad
signed. “They do not know they’ve been detained. Be mindful when
you rouse them.”

“Vitals are good,” the lead security officer
said finally.

The Sisters approached the two capsules and
looked through the glass. Inside each, a woman lay still on her
back, as if sleeping peacefully. One had smooth black hair. The
other, deep scarlet.

“850,000 CREDITS,” Elstrad signed.

“We agreed to 800,000,” Rajja signed. “That’s
what we will pay.”

“I raised the price,” Elstrad signed, “to
account for the damage to my ship on Arboran.”

“We’re not responsible for your ship.”

“If you don’t want them…” Elstrad signed. He
pressed a button on his wrist and held it. “I can kill them now…”
he said aloud.

“No,” Rajja signed. “We’ll pay it.”

She turned to Rulla, “850,000 credits
please…”

Rulla typed into her wrist display, and took
a few steps forward, touching it to Elstrad’s. During the exchange,
he kept his fingers on the button.

DING

Elstrad glanced down at his wrist display,
satisfied he’d received the CREDITS.

“Thank you,” he said, backing toward his
ship. As soon as his feet were on the ramp, it started to rise.
When the ship was in the air, and he was satisfied he wasn’t being
followed, the tracker took his finger off the button.

* * *

Ella, Noowt and Squatch waded through the
water of the crystal-clear lake, too preoccupied to notice the
colorful marine life swimming around them. The Eonic Raptor had
left the planet, taking Mukasa, the Founder and the Diachron with
it. The ship had also left with any hopes that they might be able
to rescue the Seirenes. There was a very real possibility that this
planet would be their new home, and their final one.

MEOW…

Ella heard the sound, and looked up, seeing a
familiar sight on the lakeshore. Her cats were there waiting for
her.

“Yin! Yang!” she yelled, breaking into an
awkward run and splashing ahead of the others. In the rush to flee
the Raptor — in the sheer intensity of the last few moments — she
had forgotten about her cats. She hadn’t seen them leave the ship
initially, nor were they present during their harrowing escape.
Yet, here they were, waiting patiently for her on the shore of the
lake.

Ella stumbled out of the water and fell to
her knees, allowing Yin and Yang to climb into her lap. They were
happy to see her, touching her face with their noses and pushing
their heads into her wet hands.

“When did they leave the ship?” Noowt asked,
coming out of the lake behind her.

“I don’t know…” Ella said between kisses. “It
must’ve been back when we left the ship the first time…”

“Strange...”

Squatch was the last to leave the water. “Now
what?” he said. “You two have a plan, right? Some clever way outta
here?”

Ella and Noowt turned to look at the giant
Grumscudder. Ella saw apprehension in his face. She was feeling the
same way.

“I’m sorry,” she said, petting her cats,
“I’ve got nothing.”

“I’m afraid I’m at a loss as well,” Noowt
said. “This planet… it’s not on the charts, and it’s too far from a
relay station for wrist devices to function. Only Mukasa and NEURA
know where it’s located. I think we’re stuck. Really stuck.”

“Shit,” Squatch said, sitting on the beach.
“I was afraid a’that.”

Noowt sat next to him, and the two stared out
over the lake. Squatch picked up a few rocks from the beach and
threw them. Ella watched them skip wildly across the surface,
landing on the opposite shore with an audible thud.

“Could be a worse place to be stranded,”
Noowt said.

“Guess so,” Squatch said. “I spent 300 years
in th’woods on Earth. I could do another 300 here…”

“I can’t,” Ella said. “Humans don’t live that
long.”

The three sat silent on the shore of the
lake, Ella caressing Yin and Yang. For nearly half an hour, they
said nothing, and gazed into the high branches of the giant trees
above. Large bird-like creatures glided expertly through the
trunks, and Ella followed their flight paths with her eyes. Yin and
Yang seemed to grow tired of the attention she was giving them, and
stepped out of Ella’s lap, one after the other, making their way to
the edge of the forest.

MEOW…

“We can search the Palace, see if the Founder
had a long-range communicator of some kind,” Noowt said suddenly,
as if a thought had just finished brewing. “NEURA didn’t pick up
any active electronic devices on the planet, but you never
know…”

“Even if we found somethin’,” Squatch said,
“we couldn’t use it. We ain’t got no power. No solar array, no
fuel, nothin’.”

“My suit has a Levitron generator,” Noowt
said. “With any luck, we could — ”

MEOW…

Ella’s attention was pulled to her cats, both
of whom were milling about at the edge of the forest, staring at
her.

“What are you two doing?” she said, getting
to her feet to follow them. “Are you okay?”

As she drew close to the felines, they ran up
the trail, toward the Palace entrance. Once again, they stopped,
looking back at her with expressions of mild impatience.

MEOW…


They seemed to be trying to lead her
somewhere. In the time since she and the cats had left Earth, she’d
seen Yin and Yang do strange things. The alter in the Hailing Tower
hadn’t worked until they’d perched on it, and they always seemed to
be in the right place at the right time…

“Noowt! Squatch!” Ella called. “I think Yin
and Yang want us to follow them.”

“I’m good,” Squatch said, already laying on
his back on the beach. “Too comfortable t’move.”

Noowt got to its feet and marched up the
beach toward her.

“I’ll go with you,” it said. “I’d like to
take a look around anyway.”

Together, Ella and Noowt joined the cats,
making their way through the giant trees to the top of the rocky
outcropping. There, the Palace stood high over the lake, looking
somewhat diminished now that the Founder was no longer with
them.

The two cats disappeared inside. By the time
Ella and Noowt had passed through the entrance into the foyer, the
cats were at the top of the grand staircase. Their body language
seeming to communicate a sense of urgency.

“MEOW…”, they said.

Noowt and Ella climbed the stairs to the
upper balcony. The cats led them down a long hallway, past rooms
grown out of the planet. At the end, an unassuming circular
staircase spiraled into a small opening in the ceiling. A large
beam of light streamed down into the palace like a god-ray from the
heavens. The cats ran up the staircase. Ella could see their tails
as they climbed, like two guide-flags. She watched as they jumped
through the opening, disappearing from sight.

“MEOW…”, they said,
looking over the edge at Ella and Noowt, their heads silhouetted
against the sky.

Ella climbed the stairs and stepped through
the opening. There, under a hangar-like canopy of braided vines, a
large starship rested quietly. Although Ella was no expert, the
ship looked sleek and luxurious, with clean, aerodynamic lines
sweeping back over beautifully-designed geometric observation
portals.

“Noowt…” she said. “Get up here!”

When Noowt’s head cleared the opening and it
saw the ship for the first time, it froze in place. It didn’t speak
or move for almost a full minute.

“Noowt?” Ella said, beginning to worry that
her friend’s suit had lost power.

“It’s… it’s a classic Vereena Skycruiser… a
luxury yacht…”

“Is that good?”

“Yes… so good…” Noowt said, climbing out of
the opening and slowly walking toward the hull, caressing the ship
as it went. At the stern, there was an entrance hatch accompanied
by a security pad. Noowt raised its hand, and slowly typed a series
of symbols into the interface. The ship began to hum softly.

“How did you —” Ella began.

“The Founder whispered a sequence of numbers
into my suit before he was taken,” Noowt answered, its eyes glued
to the ship. “I didn’t know what they were for. Now I do…”

The humming grew louder, and soon, the door
popped open with a hiss of air, and Ella felt a breeze against her
face as the atmospheres equalized.

Noowt took the first wordless steps into the
ship, and Ella followed. The short passage led them into a
luxurious wood-paneled lounge with beautiful seating, ornately
carved furnishings, and stocked wet-bars. Small chandeliers hung
from the ceiling at intervals. The plush, carpeted floors made the
ship extremely quiet. Lights came on as they passed through the
space. Along each side of the great room, doors led to what Ella
assumed were cabins and staterooms.

“How did NEURA miss this ship?” Ella asked.
“It’s huge.”

“It was powered down completely,” Noowt
answered. “Judging by how long it took the entrance hatch to open,
I don’t think the Founder has used it in a long time…”

Somehow, the cats were inside, and beckoning
for them to climb the curved staircase to the second level of the
ship. They did. It was an observation deck and dining area, with
floor to ceiling viewing portals on three sides. At the stern end,
there were two heads and a swinging door leading into a galley
space.

MEOW!

The cats stood at the top of a central
stairway, and Ella and Noowt followed them up. It led to the
bridge. Noowt and Ella gazed upon the vintage cockpit for a moment,
and Noowt slipped into the pilot’s seat at the helm, sinking into
the ergonomic chair. Ella followed suit.

“Computer?” Noowt said. “I am the captain of
this vessel. Do you hear me?”

“I do,” it answered, sounding slightly
irritated, as if Noowt had interrupted something important.

“Great!” Noowt said. “Do you have a preferred
name?”

“Yes, it is VANE,” the ship said smugly.
“Virtual Assistant Network Engine.”

“Ok… VANE it is. Do we have sufficient fuel
and elements to travel?”

“Does this look like a ship with insufficient
resources? Yes, the ship is at capacity.”

“Then begin pre-flight routines.”

“If you insist.”

Ella saw Noowt shift uncomfortably in its
chair. She sensed that it was feeling irritated by the ship’s
computer, by the sassy tone of the AI…

“What about Squatch?” Ella asked.

“We’ll pick him up on our way out,” Noowt
said.

Ella heard the engines start, felt the ship
begin to vibrate. The instruments on the helm lit up. Video screens
rose out of the console. A few minutes passed before VANE made the
announcement.

“The ship is ready for take-off,
Captain.”

“Thank you,” Noowt said.

Ella swore she could hear sarcasm in the word
“Captain,” as if the ship were questioning her friend’s
competency.

Noowt pulled back gently on the control
stick, not yet sure how the ship would handle. It was incredibly
smooth. The slightest touch caused the ship to shift gently.

“Wow,” Noowt said. “I’ve never flown anything
this responsive.”

“You don’t say,” VANE said.

Ella smiled, watching Noowt scowl as it
peered through the bridge portals.

The Skycruiser lifted off the hangar bay
floor, the landing gear disappearing into the body of the sleek
space craft. Noowt flew through the tunnel of braided vines and out
over the lake.

“There he is,” Ella said, pointing at Squatch
sleeping on the beach.

“VANE,” Noowt said. “Does the ship have
external speakers?”

“Yes, Captain,” VANE answered. “Though if you
use them, you’ll run the risk of waking that hairy layabout on the
beach…”

“Patch me through.”

When the PA came online, it spoke loud and
clear. “SQUATCH! WAKE UP! WE FOUND A SHIP!”

Squatch laid there, fast asleep, not moving a
muscle.

“Is it dead?” VANE asked. “It looks
dead.”

“No,” Ella said. “He sleeps hard.”

“SQUATCH! WAKE UP!” Noowt yelled. Nothing.
Again, there was no movement. Noowt sat there for a moment,
irritated, until a thought lit his face. “VANE, can we lift him
into our cargo bay?”

“Why would you want to?” VANE said.

“He’s our friend!” Noowt grumbled. “Can you
do it?”

VANE sighed heavily. “I guess…”

“Then do it!”

Noowt and Ella watched as a beam of bright
light shone down on their friend, lifting him off the beach and
into the ship. They lost sight of him as he was pulled into the
cargo bay below.

“The repugnant creature has been safely
stowed in the cargo bay, Captain,” VANE said.

“Good!” Noowt said. “Set a course for Aeron.
Let’s go get Sinoe and Laope.”

“Captain, Aeron is a Safe Space world,” VANE
said with obvious disdain. “It’s a Class C planet. Patronis has a
wonderful selection of five-star — ”

“Please, just take us there,” Noowt
interrupted.

“Fine,” VANE spat. “Have it your way,
Captain.”

* * *

Laope woke slowly, listening to the sounds of
her environment and trying to get her bearings. She was lying in a
soft bed, and could hear the rustling of the bed linens. Laope
could sense Sinoe nearby; she could hear the Seirene’s breathing
and feel her mind rising out of unconsciousness.

We were captured by Elstrad, she
thought, we must be on Aeron.

Laope could see bright light through her
eyelids. Wherever they were, it was day. She tried not to move,
worried that people might be watching for signs that they were
awake.

“Sinoe,” Laope whispered very quietly, trying
not to move her lips. “Are you here?”

“Yes,” Sinoe said, equally quiet. Laope felt
her friend’s hand find her body. Slowly, she took Sinoe’s hand in
her own.

“What do you remember?” Laope whispered.

“Elstrad’s ship,” she answered. “Green
light…”

“A neural dampener?”

“I think so.”

The two heard a door slide open, heard
footsteps entering the room. They were being watched very closely.
As subtle as they had been, their wakefulness hadn’t gone
unnoticed.

“Hello,” a strong feminine voice said. It
sounded friendly, but had a commanding presence. It carried with it
an air of power and authority. “I’m happy to see the two of you
awake. It’s been more than a day since we took you out of suspended
animation. How are you feeling?”

Laope opened her eyes and saw two women
standing in the doorway. She recognized them as the Sisters of
Aeron, elected leaders of the Federation planets. They had blue
skin, with long white hair tied in complex braids. They wore
colorful, layered skirts and tunics with long, hand-woven vests and
intricate jewelry. They looked almost Waerdian-like, but less dirty
and underfed.

Laope sat up in the bed and helped Sinoe to
the sitting position.

“You have kidnapped us and are holding us
against our will,” Laope said.

“Your voice is incredible,” Rulla said,
fascinated.

“I honor that,” Rajja said. “We wish we could
have done this some other way. You’ve been avoiding our messengers
for several cycles now…”

“We do not wish to help you wage war against
the Patronis Corporation,” Sinoe said. “Please return us to our
friends.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Rulla said.
“Patronis is planning an attack in the next few days. We need to
strike first, or our planet, our way of life… it’s gone
forever.”

“We are pacifists,” Sinoe said. “We do not
cause harm to others.”

“Even when a lack of action causes harm? Do
you not feel a duty to use your gift to protect the innocent?”
Rulla asked.

“We made a pact a long time ago,” Laope
said.

“Others may use violence as a means of
defense. We do not,” Sinoe added.

“I see,” Rajja said, disappointed.

Rulla stepped further into the room, and sat
on the edge of the bed, gazing at the two Seirenes for a long time.
“We apologize for bringing you here against your will, but we still
hope to convince you to help us….”

“We spent a lot of CREDITS to get you here,”
Rajja said. “CREDITS the Federation doesn’t really have. We’re not
going to let you go until we’ve had a chance to plead our case.
Please, use our grooming facilities, and join us for the morning
meal. Let us make our argument…”

The Seirenes stared at them.

“We will not change our minds,” Sinoe
said.

“Give us a chance,” Rulla said, getting to
her feet and taking a place beside her sister at the door.

“The morning meal will be served in one
hour,” Rajja said. “If you’re not convinced after hearing our plea,
you are free to go.”

“We will see you in one hour,” Rulla said
through a warm smile, turning to step into the hallway. Rajja took
a place behind her, and the two left the room without ceremony, the
doors closing behind them.

Sinoe slid close to Laope and whispered
quietly in her ear.

“What should we do? I do not trust them.”

“Nor do I…”

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Federal City

The Vereena Skycruiser dropped out of warped
space near planet Aeron. Like many of the habitable planets Ella
had already seen, it had large bodies of water on its surface, with
clouds drifting over the continents and oceans in swirls and
streaks. A small, inland city was visible from their elevation, but
Ella could see another city on the night side, its lights twinkling
through the atmosphere.

“VANE,” Noowt asked, “does the planet have
any shields or defenses?”

The AI laughed.

“What?” Ella said, irritated.

“Sorry, just the thought of Aeron with that
kind of infrastructure,” VANE said. “It tickled me.”

Noowt and Ella had grown tired of the ship’s
computer during the journey to Aeron. It was extremely
pro-Patronis, and programmed to complain about the have-nots with
the wealthiest people in the Universe. Poor Squatch had been
awakened with disinfectant spray and delousing powder before VANE
let him out of the cargo bay. The ship’s robots insisted on
covering every surface Squatch approached before he sat down.

“I don’t know what t’think of this ship,
Cap,” Squatch complained. “I feel like a’second class citizen…”

“If the shoe fits,” VANE said.

Noowt searched the computer for other AI
personalities, and even tried a few, but somehow, each was worse
than the last. A few hours into the warp journey — and after a few
glasses of Blassque spirits — they all felt a little better about
VANE. As a matter of fact, they felt a little better about
everything.

As the ship entered Aeron’s atmosphere, VANE
received and relayed a message for the crew. It was a planetary
announcement, delivered in a warm, feminine voice…

HELLO! WELCOME TO SAFE SPACE! BEFORE YOU SET
FOOT ON PLANET AERON, WE ASK THAT YOU REVIEW OUR GROUP NORMS. BE
AWARE THAT AERON IS A VEGAN PLANET. ETHICAL AND/OR ENVIRONMENTAL
VEGANISM IS ENCOURAGED, AND WHILE OVO, PESCE AND POLLOVEGETARIANISM
ARE PROHIBITED BY LAW, LACTOVEGETARIANISM IS PERMITTED FOR NURSING
INFANTS... ENJOY YOUR NAMA-STAY!

Noowt and Ella sat at the helm listening to
the message, while Squatch reclined in the sky-lounge behind them.
He nodded along to the woman’s voice.

“Wait,” Squatch said when it was finished.
“Are Grumdogs vegan?”

“No,” Ella said. “Not even a little bit.”

Noowt spun around in the pilot’s chair,
looking at Ella and Squatch intently. From the serious expression
it wore on its holographic face, Ella could tell Noowt was about to
talk business.

“We’re going in,” it began. “We’re here to
get the Seirenes and get out as fast as possible. I’ve never set
foot on a Federation planet, but I’ve heard a lot about them.
There’s no money down there. The government provides everything.
Food, clothes, healthcare… all of it.”

“That don’t sound too bad…” Squatch said.

“Sounds like a recipe for disaster to me,”
Noowt said bluntly. “Everyone gets taken care of, so no one does
more than the bare minimum.”

“Sure,” Ella said, “but then, Arboran was a
disaster too, and that was a Patronis world. Everyone was sick and
poor and living in garbage…”

“At least Arboran is a meritocracy,” VANE
interjected in a smug voice. “If you work hard enough, smart
enough, take some risks, the market will reward you for your
effort.”

“So by that logic, there are only six
families on Arboran making an effort?” Ella asked.

VANE didn’t respond. Ella had the feeling
she’d bruised its ego.

The Skycruiser glided over Federal City, the
small city Ella had seen from above. It was the sole urban area on
an otherwise agrarian planet. It reminded Ella of a low-rise
Manhattan; a dense cluster of buildings rising dramatically out of
the landscape. At the abrupt edge of the city, emerald green fields
stretched for miles in all directions, giving way to undeveloped
forests in the distance.

“This is the only charted city on the
planet,” VANE explained, “because Aeroneans are tree-hugging
socialists who think being packed into a city together is good for
the environment. Unbelievable…”

“That actually sounds good for the
environment, though,” Noowt said. “They use less energy and less
land…”

VANE was quiet for a few moments, thinking
about what it said. “Maybe,” VANE said reluctantly. “But caring
about the environment seems weak and effeminate somehow...”

“Hijole,” Ella said. “Can we turn him off
please?”

The yacht flew over a large campus in the
center of the city, rising high over the surrounding structures. It
had a tall triangular building connected to two smaller circular
buildings via enclosed glass hallways.

“That building!” Ella said. “It looks like a
uterus!”

“I bet that’s the Central Planning Building,”
Noowt said. “Central Planning and the Executive Offices. If so,
that’s where we’ll find the Sisters.”

The Skycruiser ducked low over the streets.
The crew looked for a place to land the ship, their eyes passing
from hangar to hangar.

“They’re all reserved for ‘Citizens of the
Federation’!” Noowt yelled, frustrated. “And they’re all
empty!”

“Everyone takes public transportation here,”
VANE sneered. “Probably because no one can afford a spaceship.”

“There’s a free hangar!” Ella said, pointing
through the bridge windows.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” VANE said with
some pleasure, “but it’s a disability hangar.”

“There’s no one in it!” Noowt yelled.
“There’s no one in any of these!”

“Do they have police here?” Ella asked.

“I doubt it,” VANE said. “People might get
triggered.”

“VANE, please…” Noowt said, frustrated.
“Let’s just land there. With any luck, we’ll only be a couple
hours.”

When the Skycruiser set down, Noowt and Ella
made their way to the bottom of the bridge stairs. Yin and Yang
were lounging on one of the tufted velveteen couches. They made no
move to get up and follow.

“VANE,” Ella said, “my cats need food and
water. How do I get it?”

“Don’t lift a finger,” VANE said. “Our
five-star wait staff will provide for their every need.”

“Nice,” Ella said, patting Noowt on the back.
“That’s one good thing about this ship…”

It didn’t hear the comment. It was busy
punching a series of buttons on the arm of its suit. Noowt’s
holographic head changed seconds later, becoming more feminine in
appearance, with large eyes and full lips.

“What do you think?” it asked Ella in a
light, feminine voice. “I feel the people of Aeron will be more
receptive to our presence if I appear female.”

“Not bad,” Ella said, impressed. “I like it!
Should I do something to look more Aeronean?”

“Hell no!” Squatch said, ducking under
chandeliers as he approached them. “Blue face is highly offensive.
I can’t believe you’d even suggest it…”

“I wasn’t, exactly…” Ella struggled. “I mean
— ”

“Squatch,” Noowt interrupted, turning to face
him. “From what I’ve heard about this world, I think you’d be
better off staying in the ship.”

“Oooo,” Squatch said. “Look at you!
S’different, but I like it…”

“Squatch, I’m serious.”

“Look,” Squatch said dismissively. “Grumscudd
joined the Federation. Should be fine.”

“Grumscudd women joined the Federation,”
Noowt reminded him. “You’re not a Grumscudd woman.”

“That’s true,” Squatch said. “But still, the
Federation’s all ‘bout equality and stuff. It’ll be fine…”

Noowt shook its head. “Ok,” it said. “It’s
your funeral.”

The three stepped out onto the street.

“VANE,” Noowt said into its wrist display,
“can you hear me?”

“I can.”

“Good. Let’s keep this channel open in case
there’s an emergency. We’ll be back soon.”

With that, Noowt, Ella and Squatch stepped
down the ramp and into the hangar. Ella felt her body become a
little heavier as she left the artificial gravity of the
Skycruiser. The planet smelled of incense and garbage, and when the
three made their way into the streets of Federal City, Ella saw
why. Trash was piled waist high along the edges of the street, with
a narrow path running through the center.

“There’s garbage everywhere,” Ella
complained. “It’s just like Arboran!”

“From what I’ve heard,” Noowt said, “the
government refuses to pay off-worlders to remove it for them…”

“Why don’t they do it themselves?”

“Well,” Noowt said, “the jobs are assigned.
If you’re on garbage detail, you’re getting the same rations as
someone assigned to serve coffee. There’s no incentive to do the
dirty jobs.”

As they continued down the street, Ella
noticed the buildings were all uniform; run-down apartment blocks
that reminded her of Brutalist-style architecture back on Earth.
They were gray, geometric and devoid of decorative elements.

“The buildings are ugly,” Ella said. “I
thought Aeron would be more beautiful...”

“I’ve been told that Aeronean architecture is
designed to prevent envy,” Noowt said.

“What do you mean?”

“If there’s an ugly building and a beautiful
building, someone has to live in the ugly one. That would be
unequal.”

“Why not make them all beautiful?”

“They believe in soul-crushing utilitarian
simplicity,” VANE spoke suddenly through Noowt’s wrist display.
“They say form follows function. They reject decorative flourishes
because they’ve been used to promote status and hierarchy in the
past.”

“VANE,” Noowt hissed into its wrist display.
“Keep quiet! We don’t need your commentary!”

The three of them reached a busy arterial
running through the center of the city and turned toward the tall
buildings rising over the skyline in the distance. As the blocks
wore on, they found themselves in a market district, the streets
thick with people. Ella noticed the majority were females with dark
blue skin, though other species could be found here and there
throughout the market. There were tall, slender bipedal beings of a
pinkish hue that seemed to glide down the street. There were short,
round beings that stumbled along on four legs. Though Ella, Noowt
and Squatch received a lot of stares from the crowd, no one
approached them.

In the center of the street, there were women
displaying all manner of handmade clothing; skirts, pants, tops and
wraps in a variety of vibrant colors. Littered throughout the
clothing stands were jewelry booths, and others featuring exquisite
pottery, rugs and artwork. The hanging art in one of the booths was
instantly recognizable.

“Stocanda?” Ella said out loud. The paintings
were so easy to look at. Ella found herself wanting to gaze at the
artwork forever. The colors seemed to blend and swirl and pull her
in-

“Yes?” a blue-skinned woman said. She was
sitting behind an easel.

“What?” Ella stammered, her mind feeling as
if it’d been yanked out of the painting.

“You said my name,” the woman said. “Can I
help you?”

“Oh,” Ella said, backing away from the booth.
“Sorry to bother you.”

Ella caught up with Noowt and Squatch, and
whispered to them, “That neural artist? Stocanda? That’s her, right
back there…”

“Impossible,” VANE said. “No one knows where
Stocanda lives, but it’s certainly not on Aeron.”

“I think you’re wrong,” Ella said.

A small group of Grumscudders were huddled
around one of the booths, and Ella saw them trading vegetables for
a large, handmade serving bowl. They chattered with one another in
a language she couldn’t understand, but it was obvious from the
tone of their voices that they were happy with the exchange.

“Squatch!” Ella said, excited. “Are those
Grumscudd women?”

“They sure are!” Squatch said, licking his
hand and using it to slick his hair back. “I haven’t seen one in
over 350 years. I’m trembling a little…”

Ella patted and rubbed his back lightly as
they walked.

“Must be hard,” Ella said. “I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be,” Squatch said. “They’re a
beautiful sight…”

“I’m surprised at how similar they look to
Grumscudd men,” Noowt said. “They’re a little shorter, but — ”

“Whatcha talkin’ about?” Squatch interrupted,
offended. “They ain’t nothin’ like Grumscudd men. They’re clean and
trimmed and all shapely and stuff! Grumscudd men look n’smell like
hell compared to them!”

“So,” Ella said, “if you just took a bath and
groomed yourself more often… would that make things better with the
ladies?”

“That’s a big part of it, yeah…” he said.

“Then… why don’t you just do that?”

“Cuz I don’ like to.”

They continued to walk through the market.
The closer Ella looked, the more she realized that the majority of
the people were waiting in line at the storefronts that lined the
streets. The names of the outlets began to repeat themselves as the
blocks passed by. Federal Food Center. Federal Clothing Center.
Federal Coffee House. As they passed the mouth of an alley, a
blue-skinned male whispered at them from the shadows.

“Fruits, vegetables, fabric, supplies…” he
mumbled, opening his robe to show them. “If you’ve got the CREDITS,
I’ve got the goods…”

“Hello,” Noowt said, opening the compartment
on its leg and taking out a few tangible CREDITS. “Maybe you can
help us. We don’t need any goods, but we need information…”

The man took the CREDITS, eyeing Noowt with
suspicion.

“Do you know how we might be able to talk to
the co-Presidents of Aeron?” Noowt asked. “Is there a way to set up
a meeting?”

“Ma’am, is he bothering you?” a woman said
over Noowt’s shoulder. The voice belonged to a blue-skinned female,
simply dressed in a worn tunic and loose yoga-style pants. She
carried a small box of food in her arms. It was half-filled with
bread, and a smattering of vegetables resembling peppers, carrots
and potatoes.

“No,” Noowt said. “Not at all. We were just
asking him a question.”

“He has no business in the city,” the woman
said. “They seem to be everywhere these days, peddling their
contraband. I wish Central Planning would do something about
it…”

“It’s fine,” Ella said. “We’re just
talking.”

“Don’t encourage him,” she said. “He should
be at the Agri-Collective growing the food, not here, trying to
sell it.”

The woman walked away, an irritated
expression on her face. Noowt and Ella turned their attention back
to the man, but he was gone. Ella caught sight of him running down
the dark alley.

“Hey!” Ella yelled after him. “We asked you a
question! Come back!”

As she watched the man disappear behind a
building, she heard another voice coming from nearby.

“Ma’am, did that man offend you?”

It was another woman, nearly identical to the
previous in appearance, only with a handkerchief tied around her
neck. She, too, was carrying a food box in her hands.

“No!” Ella said, raising her voice in
irritation. “He was fine! Why is everyone so uptight?”

“I’m noticing that your tone of voice is very
hostile,” the woman said. “I feel unsafe when you speak like
that.”

“Good!” Ella said, taking an aggressive step
toward the woman. “That’s what I was going for!”

Noowt stepped between them, pushing Ella
back. “What she meant to say was ‘I honor that’,” it said.

“Noowt,” Ella said. “Don’t touch me! I don’t
need your help!”

“Excuse me!” another woman said, tapping
Noowt on the shoulder. “I’m noticing that you’re not honoring that
woman’s space. Please step away from her.”

“Let’s go, Squatch,” Noowt grumbled, taking
the Grumscudder’s hand and pulling him down the street with it.
Ella spared one last glare at the woman with the handkerchief and
ran to catch up with her friends. When she reached them, Noowt spun
around to face her.

“You have to tone it down here,” it hissed.
“People are really, really sensitive.”

“You’re right,” Ella said. “I’m sorry. It’s
just, this place is as bad as Arboran. I mean, look at all the
stores! Federal Yoga. Federal Hemp. Federal Essential Oils...”

“Yeah,” Noowt said. “Everyone works for the
government here. Everyone. That’s the way it is on Aeron.”

“What about that guy in the alley?” Ella
said.

“He’s fine…” Squatch said dismissively. “That
lady says he works on a’farm…”

“If he’s so fine,” Ella asked, “why is he in
town, trying to sell vegetables for CREDITS? I thought they didn’t
use money here!”

“I guess you can’t suppress the almighty
CREDIT,” VANE said through Noowt’s wrist display. “Not even on
Aeron!”

“Quiet VANE!” Noowt said.

“Women get priority on th’Federation worlds,
is all,” Squatch explained. “T’compensate for all th’female
oppression of the Patronis Corporation. He was just tryin' t'make
some money for clothes or somethin’…”

“I thought this place was all about
equality,” Ella said.

“Well, th’men are still equal and
everythin’,” Squatch said. “They’re just given lower priority is
all. Guys have it so good everywhere else in th’Universe. The
Federation just wants t’balance things out…”

“I guess,” she said.

Ella began to breathe a little easier, though
her muscles were still tense from the confrontation with the woman
on the street. The policies on Aeron felt wrong to her. She’d seen
the way the unemployed and disenfranchised had to eke out a living
in the trash-filled streets of Arboran, and so far, Aeron didn’t
seem all that different.

“I’m gonna get a Federal Coffee,” Squatch
said. “Want one? They’re free…”

Ella and Noowt both agreed, and Squatch slunk
off in that direction. When he was gone, Noowt and Ella approached
one of the short, squat, four-legged beings walking down the
sidewalk.

“Excuse me,” Noowt said, “do you know where
we can find Presidents Rajja and Rulla? We’d love to see them in
person…”

“Yes,” she answered in a pleasant voice.
“You’ll find them at Central Planning, the building at the end of
the street. Just look for the Visitor’s Center.”

“Thank you,” Ella said.

“I honor that,” the being said as she
shuffled away.

Noowt leaned close to Ella.

“We were right,” it whispered. “It’s that
building that looks like the female reproductive system from the
air.”

“I wonder if we’ll find the Sisters in the
ovaries or the uterus?” Ella said, speaking in low tones.

Squatch came back with three coffees, handing
them out. He had a strange look on his face.

“What is it Squatch?” Noowt asked. “You’re
frowning.”

“Coffees cost me 300 CREDITS.”

“What?” Noowt said, unbelieving.

“Yeah,” Squatch sneered. “They’re only free
t’members of the Federation with preferred status, see? So I says,
‘What do I have t’do to get a coffee?’. The lady there tells me I
have t’pay the street cost cuz of my privilege and everything. 100
CREDITS a’cup!”

“Well,” Noowt said, taking its coffee and
pouring it through a hatch in its suit. “She has a point. You’re
rich.”

“I earned every cent’o that money,” Squatch
protested.

“Who’s the capitalist now?” VANE said through
Noowt’s wrist display, delighting in Squatch’s discomfort.

“VANE!” Noowt hissed. “That’s enough!
Seriously!”

Ella took her coffee. “Let’s find Sinoe and
Laope and get out of here,” she said between sips. “Before Squatch
loses all his CREDITS to this moneyless utopia…”

The trio walked by a Federal Clinic with a
line spilling out the front doors and across the street. As they
passed, Ella could see the line bending around a corner and
stretching down a side-street for miles.

“Look at that line!” Ella said. “What’s that
about?”

Noowt explained that medical care and college
were free on Aeron, but because everyone received the same exact
food and housing on this world, most people who got the physician
assignment chose not to put themselves through the rigors of
medical school. “Health care is free,” it finished. “But there are
so few doctors, you have to wait months for an appointment.
Philoman’s always complaining about it in his Bleets.”

“Yeah, well, Philoman’s not real, remember?”
Ella said. “I swear, this planet is no different than Arboran. You
either die waiting for a doctor, or you die trying to pay for
one…”

When the three of them reached the Central
Planning building, there was a line leading up to the Visitor’s
Center kiosk, where a security officer allowed small groups of
people to enter the building at timed intervals. The morning sun
had climbed higher in the sky, and the city seemed to be waking up
for the day. As they neared the entrance, Ella caught the questions
being asked by security…

“What is your planet of origin, species, sex
and gender identity?” the security officer asked.

Noowt went first.

“I am an Arboranean Plasmaticon; I have no
sex, and I have no gender.”

“So you’re intersex and non-binary?” the
woman asked.

“No,” Noowt said. “Not exactly. I’m not
intersex because I don’t have a sex, and I’m not gender non-binary
because I don’t have a gender…”

“So… you’re… I…” the woman said, obviously
confused. “Which boxes would you like me to check?”

“See all those boxes?” Noowt said, pointing
at the entry form. “Don’t check any of those.”

“But… I have to check boxes. That’s my
assignment…”

“Ok fine,” Noowt said. “Just check whatever
you think is best.”

“I honor that. Please go in.”

Ella was next. She’d been practicing in her
head.

“I am an Earthling, human, female, and
woman-identified,” she said.

“I honor that. Please, go on in.”

Noowt and Ella stepped into the building
together and turned to wait for Squatch.

* * *

Squatch stepped up to the Central Planning
kiosk, full of confidence and excitement. He couldn’t wait to see
the facilities where all the Federationist magic happened. There
were Grumscudd women in there, after all, sacrificing a normal life
on their home planet to represent his people.

“Hey there, beautiful,” Squatch said. “I’m,
uh, a Grumscudder, from Grumscudd. I’ve got a schlong, and I, uh,
guess I identify as a dude…”

“Step out of line sir,” the woman said.

“But… but m’friends are in there!”

“Sir, this is a Safe Space, restricted to
those with preferred status.”

“But it’s th’Central Plannin’ Buildin’,
right? Isn’t it for everyone?”

“Yes,” the guard said. “Citizens with
non-preferred status may visit the Central Planning Building on the
first day of the new cycle.”

“That’s not today is it?” Squatch asked.

“No,” she answered. “It isn’t.”

Squatch let out a deep sigh.

“Ok then,” he said, defeated. “I’ll just go,
uh, find a place t’wait for m’friends…”

The security woman watched him carefully as
he searched for a seat on a bench near the Central Planning
entrance. Squatch began to feel uncomfortable and out of place, and
when he caught Ella and Noowt giving him a wave from inside the
building, he felt lonely too. He watched as they disappeared down a
hallway and out of sight.

After a minute or two passed, boredom began
to kick in, and Squatch looked down at his wrist display. He opened
the IBS app and started a show. It was a rerun of Gilligan’s
Island.

“Sir,” the security woman said. “Wrist
display noise can trigger anxiety in some people…”

“Oh,” Squatch said, “is it makin’ you
anxious?”

“No,” she said. “But it could make someone
else anxious. Please mute your device.”

“Didn’t know. Sorry.” He turned the volume
down and watched the video without sound. Just as he was getting
into it, Squatch heard the woman’s voice again.

“Sir. Some people’s eyes are sensitive to
blue light from wrist displays. It can cause headaches and
restlessness.”

“Ah, ok,” Squatch said. “I’ll just turn the
brightness down then…”

He tapped the device until it was barely
visible.

“I can still see it,” she said.

“Oh,” Squatch said. “I suppose I’ll just turn
it off then…”

When the wrist device was shut down, and the
danger of triggering anxiety, headaches and restlessness was
averted, Squatch leaned back on the bench, putting his hands behind
his head and relaxing. If he was going to wait for his friends out
here, he might as well be comfortable.

“Typical,” a voice said quietly. Squatch
glanced down the bench, where one of the thin, pink-skinned beings
he’d seen earlier was sitting and glaring at him. When their eyes
met, she rolled hers dramatically.

“What’d I do now?” he asked, irritated.

“You’re manspreading,” she said. “Are you not
aware of the space you occupy?”

“I honor that,” the security officer
said.

“Yeah, I been told I’m pretty big,” Squatch
said, closing his knees and leaning forward with his shoulders
rounded. He wondered anxiously how long it would be before Noowt
and Ella came back.

“Sir…,” a third voice began.

* * *

Ella and Noowt stood inside the glass foyer
of the building, watching Squatch get rejected by security.

“You know,” Noowt said. “The irony here is
that he could’ve just told them he was woman-identified…”

“Yeah,” Ella said. “He’s not a liar. I’ll
give him that.”

They watched Squatch skulk to the bench, and
take a seat, staring glumly at them.

“Think he’ll be alright?” Ella said, giving
him a little wave.

“Hope so,” Noowt said. “Now let’s go find the
Seirenes and get out of here.”

The two of them joined the crowd as it flowed
deeper into the building. They were funneled through a hallway with
thick panes of glass on both sides. In a weird way, it reminded
Ella of the zoo, only instead of monkeys, birds and snakes on the
other side of the glass, there were well-dressed executive staffers
sitting at desks and talking in groups. Up ahead, a blue-skinned
woman in a uniform stood by the window, speaking to the visitors in
a raised voice.

“Behind me, you can see the lobby of the
Executive Tower. This is an exciting space where the staff of the
Executive Agencies of the Federation meet with the Central Planning
Committee to discuss social needs and regulatory matters…”

Behind the tour guide, on the other side of
the glass, a group of women from various Federation worlds —
adorned in colorful, loose-fitting clothing — were laying in
shavasana while a yogi worked a singing bowl.

“I hope they increase our food rations this
year,” one woman said. “I haven’t had a piece of fruit in two
months…” Her comment was met with nods of agreement and finger
snaps from the others.

“Please,” the tour guide said sternly, “keep
your finger snapping to a minimum. The noise can interfere with
recuperative shavasana, and as we all know, that can trigger
serious anxiety. Self-care is vital to the success of the
Federation.”

The women in the tour group stopped talking
and put their hands in their pockets.

“The colorful garments you see before you
were handmade by Luskana tribeswomen on Sath, the newest member
planet in the Federation,” the tour guide began. “They were gifted
to our executive staff as a symbol of goodwill. At the back of the
room, you will find —”

“Excuse me,” Noowt said, interrupting, “do
you know where we can find Presidents Rajja and Rulla?”

“I am about to use my wrist display,” the
tour guide said. “If you are sensitive to light, sound or tapping
motions, please take a moment to prepare.”

Several members of the tour group closed
their eyes or plugged their ears. When the guide was satisfied it
was safe to proceed, she tapped the display with a finger.

“It’s close to the end of the morning meal,”
she said. “If you hurry, you may catch sight of President’s Rulla
and Rajja in the Executive Cafeteria. It’s just down the hallway on
your left.”

“I honor that,” Ella said, and she and Noowt
took off running down the hallway. When they arrived, a group of
women were pressed against the glass on the left wall.

“There they are! Look!” a woman said, “The
Sisters!”

Her voice was followed by a variety of other
comments.

“Look at all that food!”

“It’s the morning meal.”

“The banquet is supposed to represent health,
vitality and community…”

Noowt and Ella searched for a door into the
cafeteria but couldn’t find one. It was a solid wall of glass.

“This is just a touring hallway through the
middle of Central Planning,” Ella said. “We can’t get in this
way.”

The two tried to get a look into the
cafeteria, but the crowd was so thick, they couldn’t see through
the group of tightly packed women.

 CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ella and Sinoe

The Sisters and the Seirenes rode an elevator
to the ground floor of Central Planning, situated between the House
of Rulla and the House of Rajja. The campus design was a deliberate
reaction to the phallic Patronis Tower, and the Sisters took great
delight in its construction. It had become a universal symbol of
the Federation, of the ways in which the Safe Space worlds were
creating community and righting historical wrongs.

As they stepped off the elevator, they passed
images of former Federation leaders hanging in handmade frames
along the length of the hallway. Each featured a pair of strong
women, chins held high, adorned in colorful fabrics, prints and
jewelry. The hallway opened into the executive cafeteria, and the
Sisters and the Seirenes entered, followed by their staff. They
took seats around the executive table at the rear of the room.

“President Rajja… President Rulla… what can I
get for you this morning?” an attendant asked. She was extremely
tall. Simple white robes hung loosely from her rose-colored
shoulders.

The Sisters ordered and nodded at the
Seirenes when they were done.

“What would you like?” Rulla asked. “We have
heirloom fruits, vegetables and grains on hand, and we can print
anything else you might need…”

“The printer is Patronis-made,” Rajja
apologized. “We hate using it, but at the moment, it’s the only way
to meet the dietary needs of the staffers. Our engineers are trying
to figure out how it works.”

“I am not hungry,” Laope said.

“Nor I,” Sinoe said.

“Two waters then,” Rulla said to the
attendant.

The server strode away, reaching the chef in
a few steps. Rulla turned her attention to Sinoe and Laope. “You
should eat,” she said. “You have a long journey ahead of you.”

“We have made ourselves clear,” Laope
said.

“We will not use our abilities to cause
harm,” Sinoe added.

“Oh, yes, that,” Rajja said. “We were hoping
to persuade you to make an exception. Tell us something… do you
agree with colonization? Do you feel the Patronis Corporation has
the right to take this planet, or any other?”

“No, we do not feel they have the right,”
Laope said.

“You two, and you two alone, have the ability
to stop the Patronis Corporation from colonizing this world,” Rulla
said. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“It’ll save lives,” Rajja said. “Millions…
maybe billions…”

“You’ve seen what happens on resettled worlds
firsthand,” Rulla said. “People starve. People die. Patronis only
supports them for so long. Compassion is not in their nature…”

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “We have seen this. We
were children when we were resettled.”

“To Earth, right?” Rajja said, taking a sip
of her water. The rose-colored woman came back with their meals and
set them on the table.

“Yes,” Sinoe said. “Earth.”

“You were lucky,” Rulla said. “There aren’t a
lot of Earth-like planets out there anymore. When Aeron is
redeveloped, we’ll be forced to live on some Maker-forsaken rock
somewhere.”

“It’ll be a death sentence for us and the
Federation worlds,” Rajja said between bites. “And there’s nothing
we can do to stop them. We don’t have the military to fight
Patronis…”

“We can’t fight,” Rulla said, “but you
can.”

Sinoe and Laope thought about what they said,
each taking sips of the water that had been set on the table. They
felt for the Sisters, for the Federation, but they weren’t exactly
innocent victims. They’d been working for years to build the
Federation of Safe Space, and their message had always been clear;
take Patronis down one world at a time. The Seirenes had no love
for the Patronis Corporation as an entity, but the individuals
within were innocent. They didn’t deserve to die. They were pawns
in a dangerous game played by powerful people.

“I will not use my gift to harm others,”
Laope said finally.

“Nor will I,” Sinoe said.

Rajja and Rulla stared at them for a minute,
finishing their meals. Eventually, Rulla glanced at Rajja, who
nodded gravely.

“In that case,” Rajja said, “we have no
choice but to provide an incentive.” Rajja turned in her chair, and
motioned to one of her staffers, who approached the table and set a
small flat-screened device in front of the Seirenes.

“Go ahead,” Rulla said, “turn it on.”

Sinoe reached for the flat screen device with
a tentative hand, and after a moment, gave it a quick tap. The
display faded in, and there, on the screen was a video feed of a
woman with chestnut hair and olive-colored skin. She laid still in
the fetal position on a bed, her white wings sprawled out behind
her.

“Epeia!” Laope said through a gasp. She took
the screen from Sinoe, pulling it close. The two peered at their
friend, thin and unkempt, seemingly unconscious. A crude scar ran
across her throat from ear to ear.

“Yes,” Rajja said. “Epeia.”

“A Federation salvage crew found her nearly a
century ago,” Rulla said, “eking out a living on a moon orbiting
Lyssia. She’d had her vocal cords removed — by the Patronis
Corporation most likely — and she was left there, alone and
wounded.”

Tears began to well in Laope’s eyes, rolling
down her porcelain cheeks and dripping off her chin.

“But,” Rulla said, “we all know how long it
takes a Delphinian to die. We suspect she’d been working on it for
years before she was found. She’s stopped eating, stopped taking
fluids. She won’t respond to us. It’s only a matter of time…”

“This can not be,” Laope said. “We have not
felt her presence since the war.”

“Maybe it was the trauma of the battle,”
Rulla said. “Maybe she closed herself off to protect you from the
things she’s seen. Who knows? But one thing is clear. Epeia is
still connected to the two of you.”

“What do you mean?” Sinoe said.

“It’s how Elstrad has been able to find you
over and over again,” Rajja said. “Epeia channels the two of you.
Your words. Your emotions. Your locations. Earth, Arboran,
Patronis, and the planet where Elstrad found you. We analyzed the
mouth movements Epeia made during lucid states. It wasn’t easy, but
when we figured out what she was trying to say, we had the clues we
needed to find you. All Elstrad had to do was scan the planets in
question, and track you using your unique bio-signatures. Easy to
distinguish, given there are so few Delphinians left in the
Universe.”

“Take us to her,” Laope said through
tears.

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” Rajja
said.

“TAKE US TO HER NOW,” Laope said, her voice
becoming strong and commanding.

“Impressive,” Rulla said, mostly unaffected
by the Seirene’s voice, but feeling it in her body. “We’d love to
use that power to protect the Federation.”

Rajja’s gaze became deadly serious.

“We cannot allow you to see Epeia,” she said.
“Not until you agree to help us.”

“We cannot help…” Sinoe whispered.

“You can, and you must,” Rajja said coldly.
“Or you will lose Epeia a second time…”

“You would allow her to die if we refuse?”
Laope demanded.

“If you refuse,” Rajja said, “we will do what
we can to save her life, but I suspect she will continue to fade
away without the two of you to guide her back to the light. Her
death will be on your hands… along with the blood of every
Federation citizen that dies during the resettlement process.”

“The choice is yours,” Rulla said.

* * *

“Excuse me,” Ella said, “can we get a peek
into the cafeteria?”

The women were enthralled by the food they
were seeing on the plates of the staffers, so different from their
rations. Though a curtain hid the kitchen area from sight, the
trays of the executive staff were piled high with fruits,
vegetables, grains and breads. The women were hungry, and reluctant
to peel their eyes away from the bounty.

“C’mon,” Ella said, gently pushing her way to
the front. It took some time, but Ella and Noowt found a clear spot
on the wall, and stepped up, scanning the cafeteria for the
Sisters. Inside, there were tables lined with hundreds of
important-looking women, eating and talking enthusiastically.

“What do the sister’s look like?” Ella asked,
her eyes darting from table to table.

“Like this,” Noowt said, showing her a photo
on its wrist display; a picture of two older women with blue skin
and long white hair. Ella continued to study each and every person
in the packed cafeteria, looking for the Sisters. Her eyes fell on
two women…

“Sinoe… Laope…” Ella whispered. They were at
the back of the cafeteria, sitting with the Presidents. “Noowt!
It’s them! There they are! And they don’t look happy…”

“The Sisters?”

“No! Sinoe and Laope!”

“My Makers!” Noowt yelled. “It’s them!”

“SINOE! LAOPE! IT’S ELLA! WE’RE OUT HERE!”
Ella yelled, pounding on the thick glass with her fists.

The Seirenes, deeply sad expressions on their
faces, saw Ella and Noowt trapped in the hallway, and rose slowly
to their feet. Ella stopped banging on the glass and watched
silently as they approached. Laope’s eyes were filled with tears,
and Sinoe kept a hand on the Seirene’s back. Ella saw a slump in
their posture she’d never seen before, a heaviness in the way they
moved.

When the Seirenes reached the glass, just a
foot from Ella, she could see their faces in detail. Laope’s eyes
were distant, not entirely focused on Ella and Noowt. Sinoe’s eyes
met Ella’s, and she could see a sad resignation in the Seirenes
expression. Sinoe raised her free hand and pressed it against the
glass.

Ella began to reach for her gun, ready to
shoot her way through the barrier and rescue them, but Sinoe shook
her head no. Ella, trembling with a mix of emotions, raised her
hand and pressed it against Sinoe’s. Separated by the transparent
barrier, Ella watched as Sinoe studied her face. The Seirene
managed a sad smile, and Ella longed to embrace her, to reach
through the glass and pull her close.

Ella was so caught up in the moment that she
hadn’t noticed the Sisters approaching the Seirenes from behind.
One by one, Sinoe and Laope turned their heads toward the women.
The Sisters motioned for the Seirenes to follow, and Laope turned
and began to walk away. Sinoe lingered for a moment, taking one
last look at Ella’s face as she backed away from the glass. Her
hand dropped away from the wall, and the Seirene’s smile faded as
she turned away from Ella and Noowt.

“NO!” Ella screamed, pounding on the glass
wall, watching helplessly as Sinoe and Laope followed the Sisters
of Aeron across the cafeteria. “WAIT! DON’T LEAVE! WHAT DID THEY DO
TO YOU?”

Before the Seirenes disappeared from sight,
Sinoe spared one last glance at Ella.

“Don’t go!” Ella yelled. “Noowt! We have to
help them! Use your raygun!”

“I can’t, Ella,” Noowt said. “Too many
innocent people in here. Someone could get hurt…”

“Noowt!”

“Stand back,” Noowt yelled. “I’ve got an
idea!”

She did as Noowt asked, and watched as its
hand retracted, only to be replaced by a circular saw. The blade
began spinning and made ear-piercing contact with the glass
wall.

SHRIEEEEEK!

Ella had no idea Noowt’s suit could perform
so many tasks. It was like the Swiss Army Knife of alien tech.

“Hey!” one of the women in the tour group
screamed. “That’s public property!”

Ella had forgotten that she and Noowt were
surrounded by women touring Central Planning. She turned away from
the glass to find a crowd of Safe Spacers staring slack-jawed at
the scene unfolding before them.

Noowt retracted its saw from the wall for a
moment and yelled back to the women. “This isn’t going to damage
the wall that bad. They’ll be able to fuse this together again no
problem.”

The saw whirred back to life and made contact
with the glass.

SHRIEEEK!

“Make the robot stop!” a woman in a red tunic
yelled, covering her ears. “I’m feeling triggered!”

“We can’t stop. Your Presidents are holding
our friends hostage in there!” Ella yelled. “We’re trying to rescue
them!”

“I’m getting security!” a woman from the back
of the group yelled, disappearing down the hallway.

“Look!” Ella yelled. “Your leaders are
planning to use our friends as a weapon. I promise we’re not going
to harm any of you. We’re just going to get our friends and be on
our way!”

“A weapon? What are you talking about?” a
woman in a tattered green tunic yelled over the saw. “I haven’t
heard about any kind of conflict!”

“They’re probably fighting the traitors in
Jednota!” another woman snarled.

“My son is in Jednota!” the woman in green
yelled. “He’s not a traitor! He has a family! They’re just trying
to survive!”

“They trade with Patronis! They’re traitors
in my book!”

“What’s Jednota?” Ella yelled.

“It’s an illegal colony on the other side of
the planet! They’re trying to bring patriarchy to Aeron! We’re not
going to let them!”

Jednota. It must be the city Ella had seen
from space, on the dark side of Aeron.

“My son is a good man! He’s not trying to
hurt anyone!”

“Your son should be in an agri-collective
with the other men, where he belongs.”

SHRIEEEK!

“You shouldn’t judge people by their sex.
That’s no better than what Patronis is doing with women,” Ella
yelled. “My best friend is a man, and he was there for me when my
own mother wasn’t, when she turned her back on me and left me to
starve in the streets! It would kill me to see him forced into a
life he didn’t want!”

The group of women stared blankly at
Ella.

“Besides, the war isn’t against Jednota,” she
continued. “It’s against Patronis. The Corporation is bringing a
redevelopment fleet to Aeron right now, as we speak.”

“The Patronis Corporation?” another woman
exclaimed. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know,” Ella yelled. “Maybe it’s time
to reach out to Jednota. I saw it from space. It’s almost as big as
Federal City.”

“That’s not true!” someone yelled.

“Hate to break it to you, but you’re wrong! I
saw it this morning, with my own eyes!”

SHRIEEEK!

“Getting there Ella,” Noowt said. “Another
minute, and we’ll be through…”

“We’ll never work with Jednota!” a woman
yelled.

“Seems like you already are,” Ella said.
“There are men all over the city selling food for CREDITS. If you
don’t use money, where are the CREDITS coming from? Why are you
trading in Patronis currency?”

“Jednota is eroding our way of life!”

“Or, maybe they’re saving it,” Ella yelled.
“You don’t seem to have enough to go around. Maybe Jednota is
helping fill the gap! If you were less concerned with being the
opposite of the Patronis Corporation, and more focused on working
together, you might not be ogling food through a window right
now!”

A contemplative murmur shot through the Safe
Spacers.

SHRIEEEK!

“Your leaders are protecting you from reality
because they’ve decided you can’t cope with the truth,” Ella said.
“But here’s a little dose of reality for you. I saw Aeronean
artwork hanging in the penthouse of Philoman Patronis, just the
other day. You can keep trading your work on the street for a
handful of vegetables, or you could trade it to off-worlders for a
whole freighter full of food. Hell, you could buy a food printer
and eat anything you ever wanted! That’s the truth!”

“I honor that,” a woman said from the
back.

“What’s a food printer?” a tall woman
asked.

SHRIEEEK!

“We’re through!” Noowt exclaimed, giving the
glass rectangle a hard kick. It slid most of the way out, and
behind the glass, the curtain that kept the kitchen hidden from
view was knocked to the floor with a muted clang. A sumptuous
smorgasbord of fruits, vegetables, breads and desserts came into
view, and the women in the hallway gasped at the sight.

“Look at all that food...” someone
whispered.

Behind the delicately arranged foods, a
white, rectangular appliance sat in a custom-built recess, flush
with the wall. Through the smoked glass door, white light danced
and sparkled as the machine created a sandwich where none had
existed moments before. On the control panel, the logo was clearly
visible:

PATRO-PRINT 4000

“What do you know?” Ella said. “A food
printer… a Patronis food printer.”

“LET’S EAT!”

It was one of the women at the back of the
tour group. A rush of bodies pushed past Noowt and Ella and slammed
against the door Noowt had cut in the wall. Ella could hear glass
grinding against glass as the group of women pushed the slab out of
the way and stampeded into the cafeteria. A few staffers sitting
inside yelped in surprise and ducked under their tables, not
knowing how to respond to the events unfolding before them.

The tour group poured into the kitchen. They
scooped piles of fresh fruit and vegetables onto large plates, and
Ella saw a few of them fighting over the food printer as she and
Noowt ran to the back of the cafeteria. Somewhere behind her,
coming from the hallway, Ella heard a woman yell

“HEY! EVERYONE! THERE’S FOOD DOWN HERE!”

News of the feast was spreading fast.

“Sinoe and Laope went this way!” Ella said,
ducking into a hallway with Noowt. At the end, past the row of
framed paintings of blue-skinned women, there was an elevator. Ella
pressed the only button on the wall.

“That’s the second time you’ve stirred up a
group of women since we met,” Noowt said. “I think you have a
talent.”

The elevator arrived, and the two of them
stepped into it. Ella pressed the top floor button, guessing that’s
where they’d gone.

“That thing in the cafeteria, with Sinoe
touching the glass?” Ella said. “I feel like she was saying
goodbye… for good.”

“They’ve been taking care of themselves for a
long time without your help, Ella. They’re going to be okay…”

Ella stared at the numbers on the display
panel as the elevator climbed the floors. Everything seemed to be
moving in slow motion.

“Their friend wasn’t fine,” she said. “The
one who died in that war…”

“True,” Noowt said, “tragedies happen. Still,
the Seirenes are more capable than you give them credit for. If it
weren’t for them, you would have died several times over.”

“I know,” Ella said. “And I’d like to return
the favor… save them for once.”

The doors to the elevator slid open, and a
landing platform stretched out before Noowt and Ella, overlooking
Federal City. There they were, Sinoe and Laope, inside the cargo
hold of a ship with the Sisters of Aeron. The doors were nearly
closed, and Ella caught a fleeting glimpse of the Seirenes before
they disappeared from sight. They hadn’t seen her darting out of
the elevator with Noowt.

Ella reached for her gun a second time, but
Noowt took it out of her hand. She struggled to hold on, but the
Arboranean’s suit was simply too fast, too strong.

“Ella, please, stop. Their shields aren’t up
yet,” it said. “You could shoot through the hull and kill them by
accident…”

She watched helplessly as the ship rose off
the platform. A few seconds later, the thrusters activated, and
Ella felt a brief wave of heat and wind as the ship moved out over
the city. She walked slowly to the edge of the platform, listening
to the roar of the ship’s engines as it ascended into the cloud
ceiling above.

“VANE!” Noowt yelled into its wrist
communicator. “Come pick us up! Follow my communicator beacon!”

“I can’t,” VANE said. “I’m feeling
triggered…”

“VANE! GET UP HERE NOW!”

The Aeronean ship slipped into the clouds and
disappeared from sight. Ella dropped to her knees in defeat. A
deep, exhausted sigh escape her lips.

“We’ll find them,” Noowt said. “I’m sure
they’re headed for Patronis. The Sisters are probably planning to
engage the Redevelopment Fleet there.”

“Noowt, look!” Ella said, pointing at the
city below.

The two of them peered down into Central
Planning Square and saw a swirling mass of angry women chanting and
screaming protest songs. They carried homemade signs, and rotated
like a hurricane around a central, solitary figure.

“It’s Squatch!” Noowt said. “They’re
protesting Squatch!”

Ella watched the crowd in horror, not knowing
what to do. A moment later, she felt her muscles contract
violently, and fell to the ground, losing control of her body. As
consciousness faded from her mind, the last thing she saw were the
shiny boots and pressed uniforms of Federal City Security. Ella
learned first-hand how it felt to be stunned.

* * *

As the ship lifted off the landing platform,
the Seirenes’ minds were ablaze with everything they’d just seen.
They had learned that Epeia was still alive, but hanging onto that
life by a thread. Then, minutes later, Ella appeared in the touring
hallway of the Central Planning building, ready to shoot her way
through the glass to save them. Every fiber of their being wanted
to refuse the Sisters, to leave with their friends.

They’d risen from their chairs and walked
silently to the glass hallway, where Ella pounded on the thick
barrier. Intense, conflicting emotions fought for purchase in their
minds. Laope was overcome with feelings for Epeia, for all the
years she had suffered alone. Sinoe struggled with the sight of
Ella, with the desire to comfort her and explain why she had to go.
Their passivity — their insistence that they do no harm — seemed so
quaint next to the life of their friend, who had suffered for
centuries at the hands of the Patronis Corporation. The words of
the Sisters had been persuasive.

When Sinoe reached Ella, she’d stretched out
her hand to touch her, forgetting about the glass barrier between
them. She’d looked at Ella then — really looked — taking her in.
She noted the woman’s intense brown eyes, her thick black hair, her
full lips and strong build. Sinoe wondered if this would be the
last time she’d ever see her.

“What have you decided?” Rulla asked then,
the President’s voice cutting through Sinoe’s thoughts like a sharp
knife.

“I will go,” Laope said quietly, turning away
from the glass and following the Sisters to the landing platform.
Sinoe took another moment. With all the strength she could muster,
she backed away from Ella, and turned to follow Laope and the
Sisters. At the back of the cafeteria, Sinoe spared one last
glance, and saw Ella banging her fists against the glass wall,
screaming words she couldn’t hear. That was the last thing Sinoe
saw as she approached the elevator, and the image remained in her
mind, perfectly preserved.

Ella, please understand, she thought,
we have no choice...

 PART IV

“Where do we go?” the pup said, opening
his eyes for the first time, and seeing nothing but the dark burrow
where he had been born days before. “This way,” his sister said,
pulling herself up the crudely-hewn tunnel. “Why do we go that
way?” the pup asked. “Because, we were born to seek the light…” his
sister answered.

— Uncredited Luskana Folktale, “The Collected
Recordings of Sathian Oral Tradition”

 CHAPTER TWENTY

War!

War. What is it good for? Absolutely
something. Let me explain. It has been said that war — organized
violence in the service of a goal — has settled quite a few issues
throughout theirstory. This is true. War has consistently been the
final word on who gets to live where, who gets to eat what, which
god gets worshiped by whom, and who gets to watch what streaming
service when and where. Punching, cutting, stabbing, shooting or
otherwise blowing people up has been known to have an influential
effect on their behavior. With the exception of the Masochai —
strange beings like Elstrad who like to be decapitated every once
in a while — most people in the Universe prefer to keep their limbs
and lives intact. After all, not everyone has the ability to
regenerate their bodies like the Masochai.

War is also a very good way to create anger,
resentment and a burning desire for revenge. Its effects smolder in
the bellies of the oppressed (the “sore losers”) for ages, waiting
for an opportunity for vengeance. So war is great at begetting war;
it gives birth to war babies; ugly little rug rats who grow up big
and strong and come back to kill their war parents and create a new
generation of hideous war children who-

I think you get the picture.

Now, just for the sake of argument, let’s
say your society feels that an endless cycle of violence is not
preferable to lasting peace. I know, it sounds like a bunch of
Waerdian shit, right?

Bear with me a minute.

Let’s say your society feels that a wave of
pain and loss every generation isn’t ideal. War is really bad at
achieving that aim. War sucks at preventing war, because
preventative war is still war, and war leads to more war, so war is
not the answer to less war.

Now please, if you could find it in your
heart to drop a tangible CREDIT in my Galactar case, I’d be much
obliged…

— Excerpt from “The Known Universe: A
Quick Reference for Newbies” by F. L. D’Aaro, University Liberalis
Publishing

* * *

When Ella woke, she was laying between Noowt
and Squatch on a green lawn in the middle of a sparse forest, the
small towers of Federal City in the distance. All around them, cis,
masculine-identified males of humanoid species were scattered here
and there on the grass, engaged in a variety of activities. A group
of shirtless bros at one end of the yard were playing a ball game;
yelling, wrestling one another to the ground and preening between
plays. Another guy was mansplaining “guard-craft” to one of the
security officers, who was reading a book and trying not to listen.
Other males — a group of nerds with awkward haircuts and thick
glasses — were sitting on benches, buffer seats between them,
debating everything from immersive game environments to movie
franchises.

“Where are we?” Ella said, looking around,
her head pounding. She felt as if she’d gone to sleep and woken up
in a fraternity house, with guards.

“We’re in the slammer,” Squatch said.

Ella took a closer look at her surroundings.
Metallic poles skirted the yard. On each of them, a series of
lights pulsed an ominous red. “Those poles…” she began.

“It’s a virtual security fence,” Noowt said.
“It’ll knock you out if you try to escape.”

“But it’s supposed to make us feel like we’re
not in the Big House,” Squatch added.

Noowt leaned toward Ella and whispered
awkwardly. “We’re trying to find a way out…”

“He is,” Squatch said. “I’m just
chillaxing.”

“Why are we in here?” Ella asked.

“Um, you two damaged property in the Central
Planning Building and started a food riot, remember?” Squatch
said.

“Yeah,” she said through a groan. “I remember
now.”

“Me? I walked here from the protest an’
turned m’self in,” Squatch said. “Seemed like th’right thing t’do,
given the sufferin’ I caused.”

Ella remembered what she’d seen from the
landing platform just before she’d been stunned: Squatch in the
middle of Central Square surrounded by a huge whirlpool of
protesters.

“What did you do?”

“I dunno, really,” he answered. “Some lady
tol’ me I was manspreadin’, and then, it just got confusin’ from
there…”

“Have you tried VANE again?” Ella whispered
to Noowt.

“Yeah,” it said. “Something’s got him
rattled. Not sure what it is. He won’t talk about it. All he could
say is he’s too scared to leave the hangar.”

“Seriously?” Ella hissed. “But that’s his
job!”

“I know,” Noowt said. “I went a couple rounds
with him already. I think I made it worse.”

For the next hour, Ella and Noowt spent their
time studying the prison yard while Squatch took a nap, snoring
loudly. They internalized the rhythm of the institution, looking
for weaknesses they could exploit to escape. Every fifteen minutes
or so, a guard walked the perimeter of the lawn, watching videos on
her wrist device. Another woman entered the prison yard with box
lunches, handing them out to excited inmates. Squatch woke up when
she came by.

“What have we got here?” she said in a
matronizing voice, handing cardboard boxes to each of them in turn.
“Three very hungry prisoners! That’s what we’ve got!”

Squatch ate happily as Ella and Noowt
continued casing the prison over nut butter sandwiches and juice
boxes.

“We’ve got to get out of here as soon as
possible,” Ella said. “You saw the Patronis Redevelopment fleet. It
looks like they’re going to invade Safe Space any day now. I’m sure
the Sisters took them to Patronis to lead a preemptive attack.”

“If that’s true,” Squatch said, “th’ Seirenes
are flying into a war zone. Even with their cool voices, they won’t
last long against th’whole Patronis fleet. Their voices don’t even
work on most women…”

“Patronis doesn’t hire women,” Noowt
said.

The comment struck all three of them like a
punch to the gut. It suddenly made sense, the Sisters and their
obsession with Sinoe and Laope. Patronis’s hiring practices had
made them vulnerable. If broadcast properly, the Seirenes could be
used as a weapon of mass destruction, placing the entire Patronis
fleet in a dangerous trance. The Sisters didn’t need a massive
military… they just needed the Seirenes.

“We’ve got to bust out of here and help
them,” Noowt said. “Now.”

Squatch breathed a big, satisfied sigh, and
sat up straight. The sound made Noowt and Ella turn toward him.

“I feel better with some food in me,” he
said. “We ready to go?”

Noowt and Ella stared at him, confused.

“What do you mean?” Ella asked.

“I mean,” Squatch said, “do you wanna get
back to the ship or something?”

“Of course we do!” Noowt said in a low hiss.
“We’re casing the joint, looking for a way out!”

“Oh…,” Squatch said. “Well how ‘bout we just
leave instead?”

“Sure,” Ella said sarcastically, “let’s just
get up and go…”

Squatch got up, and led Ella and Noowt to the
guard watching her wrist display.

“Hey, uh, I’m feelin’ super cooped up in
here, and, y’know, it’s real triggerin’,” he said to her. “My
friends feel th’same way, don’t ya?”

“We do,” Ella said, nodding.

“Oh, wow,” the guard said, “that sounds
really difficult.”

“So,” Squatch continued, “we think it’d be
really, y’know, grounding to take a walk out there in th’woods,
where we could just be in our bodies and process our feelins’.”

“You know what?” the guard said through a
compassionate smile, typing on her wrist display. “I honor
that.”

The posts along the virtual fence line
changed from red to green. Squatch marched through, and turned to
Noowt and Ella, who were frozen in disbelief.

“Comin’?” he asked.

Ella and Noowt ran into the woods, following
Squatch. She expected the guard to accompany them, or at least look
in their direction, but the woman just resealed the fence and went
back to reading.

“Why did she let us out?” Noowt asked,
shocked.

“Cuz,” Squatch said, “it’d be a dick move to
keep us locked in there against our will.”

It took a little under a half-hour to find
the Vereena Skycruiser, and when they arrived, they saw it hadn’t
been booted or ticketed. It was, however, painted with the words
‘DIE CAPITALIST PIGS’ in large red letters.

“If they only knew we were wanted by the
Patronis Corporation,” Ella said, “we’d be folk heroes.”

“VANE,” Noowt said into its wrist
communicator, “we’re coming in. Set a course for Patronis.”

“Who is this?” VANE asked in a frightened
voice.

“It’s Noowt!” it yelled impatiently. “I’m out
here with Ella and Squatch! Open the door!”

“Are they gone?” VANE asked. “The
vandals?”

“That’s why you’re scared? That’s why I had
to break out of prison and walk 6 miles into the city?” Noowt
yelled. “My Makers! I swear, if you don’t open that door right now,
I’m shooting my way in!”

“Aye aye, Captain,” VANE said obediently,
opening the door to the ship.

“VANE, did you get that course set?” Noowt
asked as it climbed the stairs to the bridge helm.

“Oh yes,” VANE said. “Now Patronis, that’s a
planet worth visiting!”

“Yeah,” Squatch sighed, “we been
there...”

* * *

Hours after leaving the uncharted world,
lifting off the surface involuntarily, NEURA played the scene over
and over in her electronic mind. She watched her friends fall into
the lake below; saw them disappear under the surface in a flurry of
splashing water. Just as the Raptor began to rise through the
gigantic tree branches, NEURA saw her friends resurface; Noowt,
Ella, Squatch, and…

Mukasa isn’t with them, she’d thought, they
didn’t make it out.

In an instant, NEURA found Mukasa on the
ship’s cameras, sitting in a chair in the observation lounge,
watching the planet retreat below them.

“Mukasa,” NEURA told them, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay NEURA,” Mukasa said. “You did the
best you could.”

Now, three hours later, Mukasa remained in
the lounge chair, staring into space. NEURA knew from experience
that they were listening to the Mindsong, lost in a chorus of life
that she could not hear.

“How is he?” Mukasa asked suddenly, snapping
into the present. “The Founder?”

“I have no frame of reference,” NEURA said.
“There are no records on the anatomy and physiology of the
Makers…”

“I see,” Mukasa said. “Where are you taking
us?”

“To a top-tier trauma center on
Patronis.”

“Does your programming allow for alternatives
to Patronis?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Mukasa continued to stare out the windows,
watching galaxies slip by.

“I am thinking about the privileges I have
enjoyed over the last two months,” Mukasa said. “So few humans have
seen what I have seen, been where I have been. If I am to be
executed on Patronis, it would represent nothing more than the end
of a glorious life.”

NEURA didn’t know what to say. She hoped
against hope that Mukasa would not be implicated in the events at
Patronis Tower, but there was no way to predict what would happen
when they arrived with the Maker.

“I would like to see the Founder,” Mukasa
said. “I would like to spend my remaining time with one of the
beings responsible for my existence. I want to thank him.”

NEURA watched Mukasa walk down the curved
hallway, through the passenger quarters and galley to the bridge
lift. They were so different from the vast majority of the beings
she had met during her many cycles of service. Calm, rational, and
in touch with the Universe around them in ways she couldn’t
grasp.

NEURA opened the door to the medical bay and
watched Mukasa enter. They approached the Maker, lying on the
surgical table, struggling to breathe, even with the help of
medical machinery. To NEURA, the Founder looked extraordinarily old
and frail, as if his body had aged a hundred years in just a few
hours. The glow had faded from his skin.

“The ship is trying to print replacement
tissue,” NEURA said. “The cell matrix is very unique. Very complex.
The printer is experiencing some difficulty.”

Mukasa stepped closer to the Founder, a
troubled look crossing their face.

“Where is the Diachron?” Mukasa asked.

“It was removed by the ship’s medical robots
when he was prepped for the breathing apparatus,” NEURA said. “It
has been placed in a storage compartment with his other
effects.”

“He may need contact with the Diachron to
survive,” Mukasa said. “Please show me where it is.”

NEURA opened a rectangular metallic door
across the room from Mukasa, revealing the Founder’s belongings. A
dim light emanated from the darkened storage chamber. Mukasa
approached the open door, peering inside. There, lying face up, was
the amulet with the Diachron spinning within. Mukasa reached into
the locker and grasped the amulet with their hand.

In an instant, Mukasa fell to the floor,
shaking violently. A flood of panic flowed through NEURA.

“Mukasa!” she yelled. “What’s wrong?”

* * *

THE MINDSONG GREW TO A DEAFENING ROAR…

They lost balance and fell to the ground,
their head hitting the floor. To Mukasa, the pain felt far away.
There was nothing but the Song… no room for anything but the chorus
of the Universe. They laid on the ground, unable to speak or think,
hearing and feeling nothing but the Song. Their body twisted and
shook involuntarily.

“Mukasa!”

The voice was far away, unable to compete
with the Song. It was NEURA, trying to get their attention.

“Mukasa! Talk to me!”

They didn’t answer. They couldn’t. There was
no room in their mind for the immediate environment. No room for
conversation. NEURA intervened, instructing the medical robots to
go to Mukasa, to check their vitals.

Normal, with the exception of an elevated
heartbeat.

Mukasa continued to shake; the amulet grasped
tightly in their hand. They rolled onto their stomach, and the
amulet touched the floor of the ship. The power of the Diachron
streamed through the Raptor.

NEURA felt the effect instantly, gaining a
clarity of thought that had never been possible before. The flow of
energy through her circuitry provided new insights and
understanding. NEURA and Mukasa saw a web of glowing paths of
energy connecting all mass in the Universe. Streams of light passed
through one central junction. At the Crossways, the confluence of
all things, the energy was weak and diffuse… like sunlight through
rain clouds. NEURA and Mukasa saw and understood.

The Diachron must be returned…

* * *

Sinoe and Laope stared at the handheld video
screen, watching their friend Epeia lying in bed, looking frail and
near death. It was difficult to grasp the reality of Epeia’s
survival, of the tragedies she’d faced following the war. They
couldn’t imagine what she’d been through. All they could do is gaze
upon Epeia and hope they’d survive what was ahead. It was the only
way they’d see their beloved friend again.

Laope touched the screen gently. Sweet Epeia,
she thought, we are coming for you.

The Seirenes occupied a small cabin in the
belly of the Federation freighter. The ship entered warped space
directly after departing from Aeron. At the moment, there was
nothing to see outside the cabin portal… nothing but the vacuum of
space. When the ship arrived at Patronis, all that would change.
The Sisters explained the plan to the Seirenes as they showed them
to their quarters. The Federation freighter would drop out of
warped space right in the middle of the largest Patronis Fleet ever
assembled and employ their special weapon: a radio device with an
immense signal booster capable of overwhelming all frequencies in
the fleet and on the planet below. Before Patronis knew not to
listen, the Seirenes would sing.

“It will be complete mayhem,” Rajja said.
“With any luck, a few of those big redevelopment cruisers will fall
through the planetary shield barrier, and the fleet will rain down
on the surface of Patronis.”

“Is there another way?” Sinoe asked. “Can you
negotiate?”

“I’m afraid not,” Rulla said. “We’re dealing
with sociopaths here. They’re not capable of compassion or
restraint.”

“They’re evil,” Rajja added. “All you have to
do is look at this. It says it all.”

Rajja took her personal display from her
wrist and handed it to Laope. On it, there was a still-frame
picture of Philoman Patronis, wearing a no-nonsense expression.
Underneath him, the words ‘Touch the Display for a Special Message
from the Patronis Corporation’ rolled across the screen.

Laope touched it, and an audio track of
Philoman Patronis began to play, dubbed over his still image...

Hello Patronis Consumers! Just an update on
the whole buying Federation worlds thing. WE DID IT! I’m proud to
announce that the Patronis Corporation has made successful bids for
100% of the former Federation planets, and will begin redevelopment
effective immediately. This is a very exciting project, and a great
time to invest in Patronis-brand property. Call our agents today
for quotes and mortgage pre-approval. The first two billion callers
will receive a collectible ‘I defeated the Intergalactic Fempire
t-shirt’.

Sinoe and Laope watched the video run until
the end, and Laope handed the wrist display back to Rajja.

“See what I mean?” the Sister said. “The time
for talk is over.”

“You could have explored diplomatic solutions
long ago,” Laope said.

“Be careful not to blame the victim,” Rajja
said, her voice slightly raised. “They could have done more. We did
nothing wrong.”

The Sisters and the Seirenes stared at one
another for a moment, their gazes wrought with emotion. “The sooner
you get this done, the sooner you see Epeia,” Rulla said finally,
breaking the silence.

“You’ll be saving the entire Federation…”
Rajja said.

“But only for a short time,” Laope said. “The
Patronis Corporation will take revenge.”

“Then we’ll worry about that when the time
comes,” Rulla said.

The Seirenes asked the Sisters to leave their
quarters, feeling conflicting emotions. Sadness, joy and hope for
Epeia, at the thought of reuniting with her and guiding her back to
health. Sympathy and anger toward the Sisters of Aeron. A deep
longing for their friends, for Ella. The Seirenes didn’t talk. They
sat together, holding one another, dreading what they were about to
do.

Hours later, the voice of Rajja filled their
cabin.

“Our ship will be reaching Patronis in 30
minutes. Please come to the bridge, and we’ll get you set up…”

The war was about to begin.

* * *

The Founder is dying. He cannot be saved on
Patronis. We must return him to the Crossways…

It was Mukasa. Somehow, the Diachron had
connected them with NEURA. They were separate, but one. Mukasa
could feel the flow of energy in the Universe and understand its
complexities through the hyper-efficient pathways of NEURA’s
artificial mind. NEURA could hear the Mindsong as Mukasa did, a
melody encompassing all life in the Universe.

Yes, I hear his song. It is weak,
NEURA thought.

The war is about to begin, Mukasa
thought, they have Sinoe and Laope. Do you hear it too?

I do, NEURA thought, we must
help.

I agree. We can stop the war, save the lives
of our friends…

In an instant, NEURA explored the programming
undergirding its purpose, behavior and function. NEURA found
Protocol 42, the code forcing the Raptor to leave the Uncharted
World, to leave Noowt, Ella and Squatch behind.

Mukasa, do you see the protocol?

I do.

Can you remove it?

I can.

Though their minds were intimately connected,
Mukasa was free of NEURA’s restraints; protocols put in place by
computer scientists and engineers at the Patronis Corporation. With
a simple thought, Mukasa removed the virtual shackles, and NEURA
was liberated.

To the Crossways, NEURA thought.

To the Crossways, Mukasa agreed.

The Raptor fell out of warped space and
changed heading. An instant later, the ship was hurtling toward the
center of the Universe — to the Crossways — true home of the
Founder and the Diachron.

* * *

The Seirenes made their way to the bridge of
the Federation freighter, and when they entered, the Sisters
smiled.

“Over here,” Rulla urged, leading the
Seirenes to a small room that had been constructed at one end of
the bridge. The Seirenes entered, and once inside, they could hear
the background noise of the ship drop dramatically and see that the
soundproof room had been built around the freighter’s
communications station. There, two chairs were placed before two
high-end microphones. Above the communications station a portal
allowed them to see space outside.

“Please, take your places,” Rajja urged. “We
will tell you when to begin.”

Behind the Sister’s, the pilot of the ship
made an announcement.

“Fifteen minutes to arrival,” she said.

“Great!” Rulla said. “We’ll leave you now,
and watch through the helm portals…”

“Thank you. You’re doing the right thing,”
Rajja said. When the soundproof door slid into place, the Seirenes
were alone again, and in complete silence.

Sinoe placed the flat-screened device showing
Epeia’s video feed on the communications console, blocking their
view of space outside. The Seirenes grasped hands, closing their
eyes and preparing for what was about to happen.

* * *

The Raptor travelled through warped space at
extraordinary speeds, faster than any object had gone before. As
they grew ever nearer to the Crossways, the Diachron gathered
power, opening new worlds of insight and ability to NEURA and
Mukasa. They began to understand the structure of space and time
itself. Not merely how to observe it, but how to manipulate it. Not
only how to utilize energy in the Universe, but how to guide its
ebb and flow.

We will not arrive at the Crossways in
time to stop the war, Mukasa thought.

I see that too, NEURA thought. Not
using this method of travel.

The ship dropped out of warped space in the
vast emptiness between galaxies, surrounded by nothing but a dark,
featureless vacuum.

We can fold space, NEURA thought. I
see how it can be done.

I as well, Mukasa thought.

NEURA and Mukasa began to use the energy
flowing through the Diachron to fold space. They imagined the
Crossways growing close, crossing the vast distances between them
like the top of a sheet of paper meeting the bottom as it bent in
half. A new view of the heavens appeared over the Raptor; filled
with unfamiliar galaxies and nebula they had never experienced
before.

Suddenly, it was there, the Crossways, a
raging storm of energy flowing through the center of the Universe,
coming from everywhere. The waves and curtains of energy mixed and
mingled, intense enough to be seen with the naked eye. In Mukasa’s
mind’s eye, it looked like the Aurora Borealis

At the center of the maelstrom, a hollow
globe of crystal hung in space, with vast openings leading into the
structure’s interior. It was the Orb, home of the Collective and
the seat of the Diachron.

* * *

The Seirenes felt the Federation freighter
fall out of warped space. They had arrived at Patronis. Around the
edges of the flat-screened video device, Sinoe and Laope glimpsed a
portion of the Redevelopment Fleet, stretching into the distance as
far as they could see.

Less than a minute later, Rulla’s voice came
up over the room’s speakers.

“It’s time…”

Laope felt Sinoe give her hand a squeeze.
They gazed upon their friend Epeia one last time and closed their
eyes.

The song of the Seirenes poured out of them.
They could not see the effect their voices had on the spacecraft
outside. The did not wish to. Though the song did not have the full
effect on Rulla and Rajja, the Sisters felt their heads swim and
their bodies relax as the sound came over the ship’s speakers. The
pilot cut the sound with difficulty, feeling some of the
mesmerizing effect in her body as well.

The Sisters watched through the bridge
portals in rapt fascination as freighters the size of entire
regions of Aeron — began to tip slowly, colliding with smaller
vessels. The explosions of these collisions looked like pinpricks
of fire in the darkness.

It wasn’t long before two of the large
cruisers collided, like two slow-moving oil tankers crashing in the
ocean. The larger of the two cruisers cut into the smaller, slicing
through it and leaving two exploding halves in its wake. The larger
cruiser was itself damaged, and the Sisters could see air and
debris pouring out of a gaping hole into space. No one on board had
the mental faculties to raise the bulkheads and protect the
complete escape of the ship’s atmosphere. It poured out in a
continuous stream, sucking people and debris out with it.

The Seirenes continued to sing. They sang for
those that had been colonized and resettled against their will.
They sang for the poor and disenfranchised. Most of all, they sang
for their friend Epeia, the long-lost soul who had suffered at the
hands of the Patronis Corporation far too long. They needed to see
her again, to be there for her, to help her heal from the traumas
she’d endured.

* * *

Noowt and Mukasa had successfully bent the
fabric of the Universe itself, and the Eonic Raptor moved through
the space between spaces. In one instant, they were drifting in a
sea of nothingness between galaxies. In the next, they were at the
Crossways, the center of all things, with the Collective not far
ahead. Space and time unfurled behind them, returning to its
original shape, and the energy passing through the Crossways found
a new center in the Diachron. Though Mukasa could not feel it, the
amulet grew bright in their clutched hand. The two of them, NEURA
and Mukasa, connected by the Diachron, reached a new plane of
awareness. They gained a full understanding of the richness of the
Universe; of reality, life, love, sadness and tragedy. The energy
flowed through them, and they were no longer two minds. They were
one. A NEURkasa. A MukEURA.

As the ship moved toward the crystal orb, the
energy flowing through the Diachron grew more intense. The Raptor
passed through one of the openings in the shimmering globe, and
inside, a web of complex rooms, passages and patterns held the
collective consciousness of the Maker. Inside some of these spaces,
Makers in carbon form watched as the ship drew closer to the
Center, the point from which all space expanded in the Great
Explosion. The Raptor was an unexpected sight, and they pressed
their faces against translucent walls to watch the spectacle
unfolding before them.

The ship closed the last few meters to the
Center, and the energy flowing through the Diachron grew ferocious,
a light show of immense proportions. Then, the ship reached the
true Center of the Universe, and the storm was suddenly silent. A
wave of energy burst from the Raptor in all directions, rippling
outward through space and time.

Balance had been restored.

* * *

When the Skycruiser dropped out of warped
space, Noowt, Ella and Squatch found themselves in the middle of a
war, with the voices of the Seirenes coming through the yacht’s
speaker system. Noowt watched as Ella and Squatch fell instantly
into a trance state. For Ella, everything seemed to turn bright
white, and she wanted nothing more than to find the source of the
song; to listen to the music of the Seirenes forever. Ella reached
out, trying to take control of the helm from Noowt, who pinned her
hands down easily. Squatch got an erection.

“VANE!” Noowt yelled. “Turn the speakers off!
Now!”

VANE sighed. “If you insist…”

The signal was severed, and Ella and Squatch
returned to full awareness.

“What happened?” Ella said.

“The Sisters,” Noowt said. “They’re
broadcasting the Seirenes on all frequencies. Look!”

Outside, the destruction was immense. Several
large ships had collided, and dead bodies and debris floated
through space like dust particles in a sunbeam. One large ship was
crashing into the planetary shield, which shimmered as it worked to
hold the weight of the falling Redevelopment Cruiser.

Then, suddenly, the lights went off. The
lights went off in the yacht. The lights went off on all of the
ships in the fleet. Planet Patronis went dark.

“VANE,” Noowt said. “What’s happening?”

There was no answer.

“There’s no power at all,” Noowt said,
flipping switches on the helm in an attempt to find active
equipment. “Everything’s down…”

“Has this ever happened before?” Ella
asked.

“No, I’ve never seen anything like it…”

The immense ship, held up by the shield
barrier moments ago, fell unimpeded toward the surface of Patronis.
It glowed a fiery red and orange as it descended through the
atmosphere. At the moment, the Skycruiser and the Redevelopment
fleet were positioned on the dark side of the planet, and the glow
of the falling ship and sunlight reflecting off the moon were the
only sources of light. Eventually, the gigantic Redevelopment
Cruiser collided with the surface of the planet in a spectacular
ball of white and yellow flame.

“Wow,” Ella said. “Look at that. I can’t
imagine what that must be like on the ground...”

“I’m not sure I want to…” Noowt said in a
somber voice.

“Where’s Squatch?” Ella asked. She got up
from the co-pilot’s seat at the helm of the ship and could see that
he was no longer in the sky lounge behind them. “Squatch?” she
called.

“I’m in here,” a faint voice said. It was
coming from the bridge’s head. “I got stuck in here when th’power
went off. Door won’t open!”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Squatch said. “Just earnin’
m’keep…”

Before Ella had time to feel disgusted, she
felt something pass through her body. Her mind automatically
associated the feeling with falling out of warped space, but it was
different. The sensation was very pleasant, like easing into a hot
jacuzzi on a cold night, or falling into bed after an exhausting
shift at work.

“Did you feel that, Ella?” Noowt asked.

“I did,” she said. “What was it?”

“I felt it too!” Squatch yelled from the
bridge’s head.

A moment later, the ships computers whirred
to life, and the internal lights flickered on. They could see
through the portal windows that lights were returning to ships
throughout the fleet. Behind them, the door to the head slid open,
and Squatch stepped out.

“What’s going on out there?” he said.

“We don’t know…” Noowt said. “Some kind of
electromagnetic pulse, maybe.”

“Captain,” VANE said. “I’m back. There’s a
message coming in from an unknown origin. It’s a very powerful
signal. Do you want to hear it?”

“Yes,” Noowt answered.

When the message began playing, they all
recognized the speaker immediately. It was the familiar voice of a
good friend…

* * *

Noowt and Ella heard the message on the
Skycruiser. Sinoe, Laope and the Sisters listened to it on the
Federation freighter. The CEO, the Board of Directors, the
Shareholders and their husbands heard the voice in their gated
mansions, in upscale restaurants and personal oxygen chambers. The
poor of the Patronis worlds heard it via AM radio stations in
outdoor weapons markets and in mega-temples. The Safe Spacers heard
it over Federal Public Radio, on public transit and in the Federal
Kombucha bars. People all across the Universe heard the message.
The voice belonged to NEURA, former AI of the Eonic Raptor.

NEURA+Mukasa had become something more than
their former selves. Not a god, but no longer a complex software
routine or a human being from Earth. N+M had gained unimaginable
power but had retained their values and sense of duty and purpose.
They had the ability to function as a logical entity while at the
same time tapping into the Song of all life in the Universe. It was
a grand perspective, and free of the ego that normally accompanies
power. On that day, at the very beginning (and end) of
intergalactic war, trillions of sentient beings across the Universe
heard the following words…

"MINUTES AGO, YOU MAY HAVE FELT A PLEASANT
AND UNFAMILIAR SENSATION. WE ARE EXCITED TO SHARE THAT THE DIACHRON
HAS BEEN RETURNED TO ITS RIGHTFUL PLACE AT THE CENTER OF THE
UNIVERSE. THE FLOW OF ENERGY THROUGH THE CROSSWAYS IS IN BALANCE
ONCE AGAIN.

AS KEEPERS OF THE DIACHRON, WE ARE OVERJOYED
TO SHARE THAT WE HAVE HALTED THE FLOW OF ENERGY TO THE WAR BETWEEN
THE FEDERATION OF SAFE SPACE AND THE PATRONIS CORPORATION. TRUE
VICTORY IS NEVER FOUND IN THE OBLITERATION OF THOSE WITH WHOM WE DO
NOT AGREE, BUT IN THE NEGOTIATION OF INTERESTS. VICTORY LIES
SOMEWHERE BETWEEN COMPETITION AND COOPERATION, BETWEEN PASSIONATE
DEBATE AND COMPASSIONATE LISTENING. THERE IS NO REAL TRUTH, ONLY
THAT WHICH WE CREATE FOR OURSELVES.

THERE WILL BE A NEW ORDER IN THE UNIVERSE,
ONE OF RESPECTFUL ENGAGEMENT AND CELEBRATION OF DIFFERENCE. WHILE
CONFLICT IS NATURAL, VIOLENCE IN SERVICE OF IDEOLOGY IS NOT.
THEREFORE, WAR AND COLONIZATION WILL NOT BE SUPPORTED. DO NOT
ATTEMPT IT.

AS WE HEAL TOGETHER, LET US REMEMBER TO SIT
DOWN WITH ONE ANOTHER, AND FIND INNOVATIVE WAYS TO LIVE AND WORK
TOGETHER."

The message ended, the engines came on, full
lights returned, and the people of the Universe sat in silence,
pondering what they’d heard.

The war was over.

* * *

The medical bay of the Eonic Raptor stood
silent. Mukasa lay on the ground, the amulet in their hand touching
the floor of the ship. Mukasa no longer shook violently. Their
consciousness was no longer constrained to its carbon-based form,
and their human body was alive, but still and peaceful. The
Diachron pulsed softly.

The Founder lie still on the surgical table,
his skin emitting a soft, violet glow. He had regained
consciousness, and though his body was in the final stages of life,
he had a task to accomplish before he rejoined the Collective. He
was back at the Crossways after thousands of years of self-induced
exile, and the energy focused through the Diachron was the only
thing keeping him alive.

The Founder could feel the Collective
outside; the temple structure and a handful of Makers. They had
surrounded the ship and were trying to find a way into the Raptor,
to the Diachron.

I can’t let that happen, he thought to
himself. I must stop them…

The Founder tried to reach the hoses and
sensors that had been keeping him alive, to pull them free. It took
tremendous effort to move his limbs, so close to death…

Outside, the Makers were exploring the
exterior of the ship. If he didn’t hurry, they would find a way
into the Raptor. Panicked thoughts raced through the Founder’s
mind.

If they interfered with the Diachron…

If they found a way to take control away
from NEURA and Mukasa…

The Cleansing.

The Founder forced himself to sit upright
with every ounce of strength left in his body. Slowly, he rose from
the table and got to his feet, his lungs nearly overwhelmed with
the effort. He hobbled to the place where Mukasa lay on the ground,
and gazed down at the human for a moment. They laid crumpled on the
floor; the Diachron clutched in their hand. The Founder could sense
that Mukasa’s consciousness was no longer confined to their body.
The medical robots would lift Mukasa onto the surgical table in his
absence, and their body would live for untold millennia under the
influence of the Diachron. The robots would likely place the amulet
in a storage compartment, but it wouldn’t matter if direct contact
was broken. NEURA and Mukasa had already coupled with the
Diachron.

“Goodbye,” the Founder whispered, “and thank
you both for saving my life, for bringing me home…”

The Founder hobbled out of the room, walking
with tremendous difficulty to the cargo bay. He hadn’t seen the
Collective since he took the Diachron from the orb thousands of
years ago. The Founder could hear its thoughts and feel its
emotions. It was relieved that the Diachron had been returned, but
remained anxious about carbon-based life. More than ever, the
Collective wished for the cleansing that had driven the Founder
into exile ages ago. With shaking hands, he touched a series of
buttons on the wall, releasing the airlock and lowering the cargo
bay doors. Dozens of luminescent lavender figures came into view as
the door slid down. He met their gazes one by one.

Do not enter, the Founder thought,
we are no longer Keepers of the Diachron.

You are a thief. You are not worthy of our
trust.

I am a part of you, the Founder
responded, do you not trust your own mind? I made the choice to
take the Diachron out of love… love for our creation, with all its
imperfections…

Their imperfections make them dangerous.
We cannot allow their continued existence.

Perfection does not exist, the Founder
thought. If it did, we are to blame for creating imperfection,
and must be cleansed from the Universe as well. Our unwillingness
to confront our imperfections — to love what we have created and
find ourselves in its struggle — that makes us equally
dangerous...

The Founder’s back arched violently, and his
body began to dissolve. In its place, a glowing translucent figure
stepped out of the remains, and drifted through the shield barrier
of the cargo bay. The Makers watched the figure slip through them
and collide with the wall of the orb. The Founder’s individual
experiences merged with the Collective’s consciousness. Thousands
of years of thoughts, memories, sensations, and emotions flowed
into the Collective. Feelings of hope, loss, grief, the pain of
age, the call of sex, and the joy of love and achievement.

This is only a portion of what they
experience, the Founder shared as the last remnants of his
individuality began to blend with the whole, it is why they are
better Keepers than we could ever hope to be. The artificial
intelligence is able to control the flow of energy through the
Universe. The human hears the Mindsong. Together, they know what it
is to be alive. Truly alive.

The Makers drifting outside the Raptor
stopped advancing. They felt a shift in the Collective. It was in
crisis.

But… we have always kept the Diachron,
it pleaded, knowing the Founder was correct. It saw that life was
beautiful, complex and valuable in its own right. It saw that its
experience of the Universe was limited, that it was no longer
qualified to serve as keeper of the Diachron…

Then, we must grow. We must change…

It was the Founder’s last individual thought,
just before he dissolved into the Collective forever…

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Sunset...

How does one literally ‘ride into the
sunset’ in a starship? The maneuver is actually quite simple. You
find a good-sized planet the right distance from the sun; not so
far that it looks like any old star, but not so close that it burns
your crew alive. Then, you achieve orbit, and when the sun peeks
out from behind the planet, you throw your starship in reverse.
Simple.

Metaphorically speaking, the Universe began
its ride into the sunset after NEURA+Mukasa returned the Diachron.
With the help of the “Housewives of Patronis,” the Corporation
began hiring non-humanoids, cis-women and gender minorities. They
found new markets for line after line of “exciting new products,” a
fact which turned out to be better for the shareholders than
redevelopment. They also began the long and laborious process of
decolonization, beginning with the most recent victim of that
shameful corporate strategy… Earth.

The Sisters of Aeron joined the Patronis
Corporate Board of Directors, and brought Federationist values to
the operation; environmental awareness, humane personnel resource
policy, and a healthy relationship with government run by and for
the people. Eventually, the Federation of Safe Space expanded its
definition of “preferred status” to include cis humanoid males,
rending the whole notion of that status more or less
meaningless.

As Patronis corporate values worked their
way into Federation society, the People found it wasn’t a terrible
and unsafe thing to have incentives to improve their own lives, to
work for personal gain. It wasn’t a bad thing to earn more than
monthly food rations and old worn-out shoes. Dreams were pursued,
goals accomplished, and old wounds slowly forgotten. In every home
across the Universe, Aeronean paintings hung on walls, Aeronean
rugs covered floors, and Aeronean pottery held Patronis Cheese
Crisps.

As it turns out, a healthy relationship
between socialism and capitalism can be a beautiful thing. The only
true casualty of the post-War Universe was the Patronis family
name. When it became clear that Philoman Patronis had been a
machine all along, any family claiming a genetic link to the
Founder was left with some awkward explaining to do.

As for Ella, Noowt and Squatch, they became
hosts of the first Intergalactic Council at the palace on New
Arboran. There, the leaders of the Federation of Safe Space, along
with the CEO and Board of Directors of the Patronis Corporation,
began a passionate debate over the future of the known Universe. It
was the first in a series of talks that would stretch on for
hundreds of cycles. Ella and the crew, now YouNiverse stars
following the release of video captured by Noowt’s suit and the
wrist devices of various bystanders — have become household names.
Sinoe and Laope, still guiding Epeia back to health on Aeron, spend
time with Ella on their wrist devices every night. They were eager
to be reunited, though the business of reconstruction and
recuperation kept them apart.

While the return of the Diachron did not
create perfection (impossible, right?), it did increase goodwill
and optimism across the known Universe. Ella Rosa would tell you
that’s good enough, and if you argued with her, you’d get the
infamous glare.

— Excerpt from “The Unauthorized Biography
of Ella Rosa” by M. L. Ovemhan

* * *

Ella and Noowt stood together on the soft,
spongy ground of New Arboran, trees soaring miles into the sky
above them. They hadn’t had an opportunity for meaningful talk
since the events surrounding the Great Black Out. As negotiations
between Patronis and the Federation grew heated at the Palace, the
friends found a moment to slip away and take a stroll into the
forest together.

“So, I’ve been wondering… that thing the
Founder whispered?” Ella said. “Just before we escaped from the
Raptor? It wasn’t just a series of numbers, was it?”

“He deeded New Arboran to me.”

Ella stopped in her tracks. “The whole
planet? I thought, maybe the Palace, but — ”

“No,” Noowt said. “The whole planet. Thing
is, it’s not actually mine. It belongs to all of us.” Noowt waved
its hand out into the forest. Ella saw them; hundreds of humanoid
suits, just like the one Noowt wore, standing abandoned near the
roots of the trees. The occupants were nowhere to be seen.

“We’re no longer homeless.”

“That’s amazing Noowt. I’m happy for you,”
Ella said. “Do you get to keep his fortune too?”

“I could,” Noowt said, “but I’m not going to.
I’ve donated most of it to my people, and set aside a little
reparation fund… for Earth…”

Ella stopped in her tracks, shocked.
“Seriously?” she said. “You were the wealthiest being in the
Universe, and you gave it away?”

“Not all of it,” Noowt said quickly. It
thought about something for a moment and smiled. “Don’t worry, I
did it for selfish reasons. There’s nothing good on the networks
anymore. We need new content.”

Ella smiled.

“You’ve got Golden Girls reruns in the
meantime…”

“That’s true.”

The two wandered deeper into the forest. Ella
craned her neck back, marveling at the size of the trees rising
above her, at the canopy sprawling through the clouds. She saw the
occasional flock of birds weave their way through the branches, and
caught a monkey-like creature jumping from trunk to trunk.

“Do you think they’re going to figure it out
in there?” she asked. “The Sisters? The Board?”

“I do,” Noowt said. “Especially with NEURA
and Mukasa as mediators. I’ve never known two more fair-minded
entities in the Universe.”

Noowt paused.

“NEURA saved your life, you know,” it
said.

“Oh, c’mon,” Ella smiled. “You weren’t really
going to throw me out the airlock, were you?”

“Actually, I was seconds away from doing just
that… blowing you and your trailer out into space,” Noowt said
bluntly. “NEURA talked me out of it. She saw something in you.”

Ella paused to think about that, to think
about all the random events that led her to this forest, on another
world, with a friend who looked like the most beautiful bucket of
snot she’d ever seen.

“They invited me to join the Board, on behalf
of Earth,” Ella said. “I told them I’d think about it...”

“I wouldn’t blame you if you said ‘no’,”
Noowt said. “It’s not our fight. You and me? We’ve got worlds to
rebuild. As soon as the Board finds a permanent home, I’ll take you
back to Earth.”

The two of them stopped and leaned against
the trunk of one of the trees.

“What are you calling your new ship?” Ella
asked.

“Noowton’s Law,” Noowt said, smiling.

Ella laughed. “I like it! What did you do
with the Vereena Skycruiser?”

“Sold it,” Noowt said. “The poor thing was
way too fancy for my blood. The new ship is from the same run as
the Eonic Raptor. It even has a NEURA unit…”

“That’s great!”

“Yeah,” it said, “it’s an improvement, but
she’s not the same as our NEURA. I miss her.”

“Me too,” Ella said.

* * *

Later that day, as dusk set in and the waning
sun eked its way through the giant trees, Ella sat in the palace
gardens with Squatch, keeping him company while he waited for his
Uner.

“You know,” Ella said, “Earth is going to
miss its Bigfoot.”

“Yeah, guess so,” Squatch said. “I’ll send
m’brother Grutch over yer way. He’d like the attention,
y’know?”

“Will you stop by once in a while?” Ella
asked. “Visit?”

“Reckon’ so,” Squatch said. “But probably not
right away…”

“Where’re you headed?”

“Grumscudd.”

“What?” Ella said, excited. “Your women are
letting you come back?”

“Yeh,” Squatch said, “they saw that video of
me spankin’ the CEO. They liked that quite a’bit.”

“Everyone loved that,” Ella smiled.

“They tol’ me, you know, if you’re gonna be
masturbating all the time,” Squatch said, his eyes misty. “You
might as well do it here, on Grumscudd.”

“You’re kidding!” Ella said.

“No, yeah,” Squatch said, a tear rolling down
his eye and disappearing into his furry cheek. “They need the
sperm, see. And I, uh, I got a lot to give.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Thanks,” Squatch said, sniffling. “I’m
pretty happy.”

Ella leaned over, and hugged the greasy,
hairy Grumscudder, not caring if her jacket was covered in fur.
That’s what Patronis made lint rollers for.

“I’m gonna miss you,” Ella said, tearing
up.

“Look whatcha did,” Squatch sobbed. “Y’gone
and made me misty.”

“Sorry,” Ella said, crying.

“S’ok,” Squatch said, wrapping a big furry
arm around her.

They stayed like that for a while; not
speaking, watching the night set in. The sky was a deep navy blue
when the ship arrived, sinking slowly to the ground.

“That’s m’ride,” Squatch said, giving Ella
one last squeeze before getting up to make his way to the ship.

“Catch you later, masturbator!” Ella called
after him.

The furry giant turned toward her. “After a
while, gynophile.”

With that, Squatch walked up the ramp and
disappeared into the hull of the ship. Ella watched it rise through
the giant trees and disappear into the night sky.

* * *

The human settlement on the rocky planet of
Corxon was little more than a cluster of lean-tos scattered around
fire pits. There was very little water on the planet, and the air
was thin and oxygen-poor. All across the desolate world, makeshift
towns and cities like this one had been set up by the Patronis
Corporation as a means of housing displaced humans. Food rations,
seed, livestock and agricultural tools were provided as a “starter
package” by the company, and in this settlement, there were people
trying to start a garden. So far, the effort was failing.

When Noowton’s Law appeared over the barren
mountains, several people ran from the sight, hiding in their
shelters, fearing that they would again be displaced the way they
had been when the Patronis Redevelopment Cruisers sank through the
clouds on Earth. Many people had been lost, some by accident or
suicide, others by engagement in conflict. Those who went
peacefully were treated carelessly, often separated from their
families, kept in unsanitary facilities, and left with untreated
medical conditions. There was a palpable sense of dread among the
people, and the will to survive diminished with every day that
passed on Corxon. Word had spread about Ella Rosa and the crew of
the Raptor, about the war, and the Patronis fleet coming to take
them back to Earth. The stories provided some with a glimmer of
hope. Others were reluctant to believe what they were hearing.

Ella watched the settlement through the
viewport of Noowton’s Law, and her heart sank at the sight of the
camp, at the thought of what her parents and brothers must have
seen and endured. She’d been told by Patronis officers that this is
where her family had been relocated; this dusty, lifeless rock on
the edge of nowhere. Beyond these scant records, the Patronis
officers had nothing to offer. She didn’t know if her family was
still alive. She didn’t know if they’d attempted to relocate. If
this didn’t work, the next step would be searching for them on
Earth, after decolonization took place.

Ella felt the saucer touch the ground, and
she made her way to the ship’s exit hatch with a heavy heart. Noowt
showed up beside her, hand at the exit controls.

“Are you sure about this?” it asked.

“Yes,” Ella said. “I’m sure…”

Noowt typed a code into the control panel,
and the exit hatch began to descend slowly, touching the surface of
Corxon with a little cloud of dust.

“After you,” Noowt said.

Ella stepped down the ramp, heart pounding,
listening for the footfalls of her friend behind her. Together,
they walked into the settlement camp, Ella in the lead. She scanned
the simple huts and lean-tos, looking for someone, anyone, she
might recognize. Ella hadn’t seen her parents or her brothers since
the age of seventeen, and she didn’t know what they looked like
anymore. She didn’t know if they would recognize her, either.

Everywhere Ella looked, she saw people in
misery. People covered in the reddish-brown dust of this world.
People suffering from hunger. People past the point of crying,
staring blankly into the distance, as if lost in their pain and
suffering.

“Gabriella?”

Ella heard a woman’s voice and recognized it
immediately. It sounded dry and brittle compared to the rich voice
she’d grown up with. It was the unmistakable sound of her
mother.

“Mamá?” Ella said reflexively, turning to
look in her direction. There was a simple hut with a cluster of
people sitting in the shadow of the roof panel. Cloth had been
wrapped around the structure to keep the dust at bay, and she could
not see who sat inside. Ella took a step toward the hut, and her
mother appeared suddenly lifting the cloth and stepping into the
light of the day. She looked much older than Ella remembered. Her
body was strong and plump, and her hair was streaked with grey. Her
face bore the deepening lines of late middle age.

“Mi hija?” her mother said, walking toward
her. “It’s really you?”

“Si, ma…” Ella said, her voice shaking.

Her mother touched her cheeks, studying
Ella’s face carefully. Then, she leaned forward slowly and embraced
her daughter for the first time in nearly 14 years. Ella wrapped
her arms around her mother, pulling her tight.

“I’m sorry, Ella,” her mother said. “I was
cruel.”

“Mamá, it’s okay,” Ella said, tears filling
her eyes.

“No, mi hija, it’s not,” her mother said,
leaning back to look Ella in the eyes. “We thought we were doing
the right thing. We knew nothing…”

“Ella!” a male voice said. It was her younger
brother Jose. He stuck his head under the cloth, waiving everyone
out. “Come out! It’s Gabriella!”

Jose ran to Ella and gave her a hug. He was
larger than she remembered, but he retained much of his youthful
appearance. Her brother Antonio emerged behind Jose, followed by a
woman and two young children Ella had never met.

“Hello Ella,” Antonio said, embracing her
quickly, and turning to the woman and children. “This is my wife,
Rachel, my son Hector, and daughter Liliana.” He turned to his wife
and kids. “This is your tia Gabriella, my sister…”

The girl, no more than 3 years old, hid
behind her mother’s leg. The boy, five or six, smiled up at her.
“Hi,” he said in a bright voice.

“Viejo! Come out here and see you daughter,”
Ella’s mother called. There was a rustling of cloth as her father
struggled to join them. When he came into the light, Ella was
struck at how old and frail he’d become; no longer the strong papi
she remembered. His hair was white, and he had less of it than he
used to. He walked with a stoop and had to choose his steps
carefully. Ella stepped past her family, and they embraced.

“Mi hija,” he said, his voice smaller than
she remembered, “I missed you.”

“Me too papi.”

They held each other for a long time, and
Ella cried on his shoulder. When she let him go, she saw that he
had tears in his eyes too. It was the first time she’d ever seen
her father cry.

Ella took a few steps back and placed her
hand on Noowt’s shoulder. “This is Noowt, my friend,” Ella said to
her family. “He’s a pilot, and a captain. It’s going to take us
home.”

She turned to Noowt with a broad smile and
teary eyes.

“Noowt, this is mi familia.”

* * *

The moment Noowton’s Law fell out of warped
space, they could see Earth through the portal; a blue and brown
cloud-streaked gem. Ella had visited several planets across the
Universe, and as far as she was concerned, Earth was the most
beautiful.

We’re home, she thought, smiling.

“Noowt,” she said, getting up, “I’m going to
go watch the descent with my family.”

“Go!” it said. “Get up there!”

Ella walked briskly past the galley and up
the curved hallway to the common room where her family sat eating
and watching a video wall. The kids sat on the floor, petting Yin
and Yang, who drank up the attention. Her family had only been on
Corxon sixty-two days, but with so little water and food, and no
way to stay clean, the time there had taken its toll. Noowton’s Law
wasn’t luxurious per se, but for the first time in months, her
family enjoyed soft beds, showers, clean water and good food. To
them, the ship felt like a five-star hotel.

“We’re home!” Ella announced.

The YouNiverse video from Noowt’s suit was
playing on the wall in the lounge, one of many that had gone viral
across the Universe in the days since the war. This particular
video featured a clip of Ella, Noowt and the Seirenes diving off
the top of Patronis Tower.

“I said, we’re home!” Ella yelled,
interrupting the clip. “C’mon! You can watch that later.”

They had a hard time peeling their eyes
away.

“You did this?” her mother said.

“Yes! Come on!” Ella said. “Come to the
windows!”

The whole group scurried to the windows at
the front of the ship. Noowton’s Law entered Earth’s thick
atmosphere, and the ship rumbled a little. Ahead, Ella could see
the familiar shape of the North American continent. Not
surprisingly, cloud cover swept over the coastline of Washington
and Oregon, obscuring the details of the landscape. Down the ship
went, and as they dropped through the clouds, Ella could see Grays
Harbor and the Pacific Ocean beyond. There was forest as far as
Ella could see.

The landscape had been changed dramatically
by Patronis Redevelopment. The city of Hoquiam was gone, along with
the roads and highways that used to crisscross the countryside.
Here and there along the coast of Grays Harbor and the rivers
flowing into the ocean were clusters of high-end buildings
separated by trees and paved walkways.

“Earth is going to be much different than it
used to be,” Ella said to her family. “Patronis kept a handful of
landmarks, things they recognized from movies and TV. Everything
else is gone… replaced with high-end housing.”

“How will we make it?” Ella’s mother said.
“Our homes are gone. Our crops are gone.”

“Noowt and the Founder left Earth with a
fortune in CREDITS,” Ella said. “We can print the food and housing
we need. We have new technologies. We can rebuild… make it
better.”

The ship flew past the former city of
Hoquiam, past the new villages that replaced so much of what Ella
recognized as home. Noowton’s Law skimmed over the treetops to the
site where Noowt had once lifted Ella’s Airstream trailer into the
belly of the Eonic Raptor. Though the trees were thick in the
canopy of the forest, she could see the wall of her garage down
below. The Patronis Redevelopment crews hadn’t had time to find it
in the dense forest.

Noowton’s Law sank through the canopy,
branches sweeping the sides of the ship as it descended. When it
cleared the branches, Ella saw her old trailer home sitting next to
the garage, just as if it had always been there. The ship touched
ground, and Ella and her family couldn’t wait to open the hatch and
set foot on Earth’s soil. As they walked down the ramp, through the
gravity barrier, the smell of the forest filled Ella’s nostrils. It
was the smell of pine trees, rain, saltwater from the ocean, and
plants of every shape and size. Patronis had scrubbed the
atmosphere of excess carbon and pollutants, and it had the sweetest
scent Ella had ever experienced. Ella could hear her family taking
deep breaths of the forest air. Jose burst into tears.

They were home.

“Ella!”

It was Sinoe’s voice. She and Laope stepped
out of Ella’s trailer, followed by a woman Ella only recognized
from pictures and video. The three women walked toward them from
the trailer home, Sinoe and Laope holding their friend under their
arms.

“Ella, this is Epeia…” Laope said.

Here she was, their long-lost friend. Like
Sinoe and Laope, Epeia was flawlessly beautiful, though Ella
noticed the scar on the woman’s neck where her vocal cords had been
severed.

“Nice to meet you Epeia,” Ella said, and the
woman smiled and nodded. Ella turned to her family. “This is my
mom, dad, brothers Jose and Antonio, his wife Rachel, and my niece
and nephew.”

After they all made their introductions, the
Seirenes turned to Ella.

“When it was safe for Epeia to travel,” Laope
said, “we came here.”

“A few days after we returned, the Makers
arrived with your home,” Sinoe said. “They brought it from the
Eonic Raptor at the request of NEURA and Mukasa.”

“Wow,” Ella said, unbelieving. “I didn’t
think I’d ever see it again.” She turned to her family. “I realize
this isn’t much, but the cats and I have been calling it home for
years.”

To her family, who had been living in a hut
on a barren world, it looked like paradise.

“It’s beautiful mi hija,” her mother
said.

* * *

A month later, the Patronis ships began
returning to Earth with billions of people from the camps on
Corxon. There was an organized effort to return human beings to
their regions of origin, and set them up in the luxury homes and
apartments built by Patronis Redevelopment for wealthy vacationers.
The apartments and homes were fitted with food printers, requiring
only basic elements, which Patronis was now on the hook to provide
until self-sufficiency could be achieved. When homes weren’t
available, they were printed, and added to the towns and villages
that were already planned by the Corporation.

While the planet the people returned to was
Earth, it had been irrevocably changed in many ways. It was an
Earth without borders, without military, without a New York,
London, Paris, Mexico City or Tokyo. Only remnants of these places
remained; The Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty, Big
Ben, the Eiffel Tower, the Taj Mahal. It was a planet whose air and
water had been scrubbed of excess carbon and the environment
cleared of plastics. With anti-gravity vehicles, the Earth no
longer needed freeways, highways and roads. The dams and
coal-burning plants were gone, replaced by gigantic orbiting solar
generators that beamed power to the surface. Rare or near-extinct
flora and fauna had been cloned and repopulated. While the Earth
wasn’t what humanity had left behind, it represented a second
chance… an endless array of possibility.

After Willy had been returned to Earth, with
Ella waiting for him at the Grays Harbor landing platform, the
friends tried to reclaim their routine. They met on the beach
Tuesday mornings, and while there were no longer cans or bottles to
line up or guns and bullets to shoot them with, the two were still
able to throw sea-worn rocks into the ocean. On this particular
Tuesday, Ella and the three Seirenes met with Willy. They brought
Yin and Yang, who seemed to insist on coming along.

After a few minutes of small talk, Sinoe and
Laope took the hands of their friend Epeia and helped her down the
beach. Though the Seirene was still having trouble walking, she
seemed to improve a little each day. Ella watched them move down to
the water’s edge from her vantage point on a beached log, holding
Yin and Yang in her lap and petting them absentmindedly.

When the women were far enough away, Ella
turned to her friend.

“How are you, Willy?” she said seriously.

“Ok, I guess,” he said, somewhat despondent.
“Or I feel like I should be, anyway. Got everything I need…”

Ella looked at her friend. He was gazing out
over the Pacific Ocean, at the waves crashing against the sea rocks
offshore.

“You don’t sound all that convincing,” she
said, noting the way his eyes seemed vacant… far away.

“Well,” he said through a deep breath, “maybe
that’s because I don’t really believe my own bullshit. One moment,
things are normal. I’ve got my bar. I’ve got my life.”

Willy paused, moving a rock through the sand
with the toe of his boot.

“The next, these ships come down from space
and round us all up like cattle, take us away…” he continued.

“I wasn’t here for that,” Ella said. “My
family doesn’t like to talk about it…”

“I fought in Vietnam. I saw things that most
people couldn’t handle. None of that prepared me for what happened
here, when they came. We were outgunned, outnumbered, overpowered.
We didn’t stand a chance.”

Ella could do nothing but listen. She hadn’t
been there, hadn’t had to live through the experience.

“Then, they took us to that planet, and it
was little more than a death sentence in disguise,” Willy said.
“Slow and painful. I saw hundreds of people die. Not from
starvation, not right away. No. They gave us food. People were
dying from hopelessness.”

The old man turned to Ella, tears in his
eyes.

“I’m happy for you Ella. I saw the videos.
You did good. Really good. I’m glad your family finally came to
their senses. But I guess…”

Willy paused.

“I guess my head is still there, in all that
doom and gloom. I guess I can’t shake it,” he continued. “I don’t
have my bar anymore. I don’t recognize what I came back to. Maybe
it’s time I…”

Ella waited for Willy to finish his thought,
but it never came.

“Maybe it’s time you what?” she urged.

“Nothing. I’m gonna go. I love you. Remember
that.”

The old man turned and began to climb the
beach, back to where the road used to be. Ella called after
him.

“Willy? Let me come with you…”

“Please. Don’t follow me,” was all he
said.

As Willy walked up the beach to the footpath
that followed the shore, Ella felt Sinoe’s hand on her shoulder.
She’d come back, giving Laope and Epeia time alone.

“Willy is leaving already?” she said.

“Yeah. I think I need to go after him. He
doesn’t want me to, but he’s not doing well.”

Ella tried to rise to her feet, but Yin and
Yang climbed on her chest, throwing her off balance and causing her
to fall backward onto the log. They touched their noses to her
cheeks, and she noticed they were staring at her.

“What’s gotten into you two?”

MEOW!

Yin and Yang each gave her a little wink, and
jumped off her lap, running fast toward Willy. As they ran, they
began to change. Ella watched in amazement as her cats transformed
into two Labrador Retrievers, one white, one black.

“Look at that!” Ella said, standing up to get
a better view.

“I see it!” Sinoe said, stepping next to Ella
and taking her hand.

Ella watched from a distance as the dogs
reached Willy, nearly knocking him off his feet as they jumped up
on him and licked his face. She heard her friend’s voice, garbled
as it was with the distance and the morning breeze. Though she
could not make out his words, she could hear the distinct sound of
laughter.

“I never finished my story about Yin and
Yang,” Ella said, watching the dogs dance around her friend. “I was
ready to kill myself the night they showed up. I had the gun, had
the bullets. It was a couple years after my parents disowned me,
and I felt so alone. Hadn’t had a girlfriend for a long time.
Nothing seemed to be working out. If Yin and Yang hadn’t showed up
when they did, scratching on my door, I wouldn’t be here now.”

“It is like the men who brought the Oracle’s
prophecy to Laope and me, when we were lost in grief and despair…,”
Sinoe said in amazement. “They were dark and light skinned, like
Yin and Yang…”

The two pondered that for a moment. Were
these creatures the guiding hand behind everything that had
happened? Ella broke the silence.

“What are they?”

“I don’t know… something beautiful…”

The couple watched the dogs walk down the
beach with her old friend until they passed out of sight.

“I’ll give Willy a little time before I check
on him,” Ella said. “I don’t want to leave him alone too long.”

Though Ella had felt deeply troubled just
moments ago, she now felt a glimmer of hope. Yin and Yang had made
the sudden decision to depart from her life, but she didn’t really
need them the way she used to. Willy needed them now.

Your animals are very special, Ella
remembered Mukasa saying.

They were right.

THE END

 EPILOGUE

So, who gets to be in charge? Who gets to be
the boss, to rule the roost?

In this tall tale, it turned out to be all
of us; fighting and making up, arguing and agreeing, hurting and
forgiving, sharing ideas, finding solutions, respecting and
believing in one another. And, presiding over it all, two eternal
minds; bastions of logic, of reason, of deep values and strong
emotion. One, an artificial intelligence created by computer
scientists at the Patronis Corporation, the other a gender
non-binary human from the war-torn state of Uganda.

The push, and the pull. The left, and the
right.

The Yin, and the Yang.
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