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Preview Note

T his is an ocliam sapemf ot bhf koo,W .ammsv This noyfm is kB 
rfyfLmB Av dnJfLson anJ Fv wosbfLW anJ uimm ocliammB kf LfmfasfJ 

dg1gsb 52W 0I02v Pt Bog aLf inbfLfsbfJ in bhis koo,W LfbgLn bo xhofniV 
joilfs xgkmishin1 bo egLlhasf bhf fnbiLf yomgpfv This koo, uimm kf on 
eLfoLJfL bhLog1h ehofniVyoilfsegkmishin1vlop gnbim LfmfasfW so Bog 
lan 1fb bhf fkoo, faLmB as ufmm as bhf ehBsilam koo,v Pt Bog egLlhasf 
bhLog1h bhf egkmishfL ufksibfW Bog aLf lgbbin1 ogb bhf piJJmfpan 
uhfn ib lopfs bo obhfL emalfsv xmfasf mfayf a Lfyifu uhfn bhf koo, is 
LfmfasfJ oL Bog eil, ge bhf tgmm noyfmv Than, Bog toL lhfl,in1 ib ogbW 
anJ uf hoef Bog fn!oB ibv

Than,s+
xhofniV joilfs xgkmishin1



Prologue

FINLEY MACMILLAN

F inley MacMillan stood in front of his fellow scientists. His heart 
beat a steady drumbeat in his ears because his greatest fears were 

coming true. In his arms, he held a stack of ple folders with all the 
research and Yroof. vears of study and discoTery lay in the YaYer ples. 
Phey were also on a driTe secreted back at his home in xhoeniB. “ut 
all the Yroof, and they belieTed none of it.

Dvou cannot be serious, Qr. MacMillan. Phere is no choice but to 
bring the ES“W online and you know it. Phe energy crisis is critical. 
”e need sustainable energy Yroduction.z Qr. Farnsworth led the team 
on the Euantum Snergy “ridge Wtabilijer YroLect. 

Nooking around the conference room, Finley found not one ally 
among them. Jo one, including his close friend Qr. Vames Pulle, had 
suYYorted what he told them. He sighed, shaking his head. 

DWcale back the large corYorations and artipcial intelligence grids. 
Phey are the largest consumers of our Yower worldwide. Phey are 
the reason that solar, wind, and water energy cannot keeY uY. xut 
renewed eRort into nuclear Yower. It is feasible, it Lust needs more time 
to deTeloY.z

Phe men and women at the table murmured and shook their heads.
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D”e cannot go backward,z Qr. 6nastasia Vohnson said, giTing him 
a disgusted look. Dqur technology has surYassed all eBYectations. ”e 
simYly need to bring the ES“W online to taY into !uantum energy. It 
will be a reliable and continual Yower source.z 

Dvou-re not seeing the big Yicture? If you Yierce the !uantum bar:
rier, you-re going to oYen this JeBus?z

DJeBus,z Sric Wamson snorted. Dvou and your Yaranoia. 6re you 
sure you don-t need your mental health checked, Qr. MacMillan— Phis 
delusion of yours is bordering on insanity. Phose records are mere 
myth and legend. Jone of those cultures could haTe known about 
!uantum sYace. Phey did not know about science as we do today. 
vou-re talking about YeoYle who still sacripced animals to inTisible 
deities. How could they haTe Yossibly known anything about the 
adTancements we haTe today—z 

DPhey knew more then than we do now?z he eBclaimed loudly. 
DPhey knew what the JeBus was7 an intersection of four diRerent 
Ylanes or realms of eBistence with Sarth in the middle. Phere is an 
artifact to oYen the JeBus, a key sYread oTer the world in Yieces, and 
without it you-re going to8z 

DSnough.z Qr. Farnsworth said, slamming both hands on the table 
and standing uY. DPhis is enough, Finley? I understand that you are 
Tery knowledgeable in archeology and ancient studies. vou are a no 
doubt genius. 6nd yes, you haTe a double doctorate in ancient ciTi:
lijations and Yhysics. “ut this—z He shook his head. DPhis is ridiculous. 
vou-re oR the team. NeaTe on your own, or you will be escorted out by 
security.z 

Finley blinked in confusion at Farnsworth. Dvou can-t be serious, 
Phomas. ”e-Te known each other since graduate school. vou know I 
wouldn-t suggest this unless I truly belieTed what I-m saying.z 
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Farnsworth sighed. DI fully realije that you do belieTe it, and that-s 
the issue. vou feel like this will fail and you will pnd any eBcuse to 
stoY bringing it online.z He Yaused, shaking his head. DI hate to say it, 
Finley, but you-re incorrect. 6nd I know that-s a prst for you. vou-re 
not used to being incorrect. ”e are going to bring the ES“W online 
tomorrow morning. vou will go home to your family, and go on with 
your life, YerhaYs pnding a Lob in a museum or some other Ylace. 
”here— I don-t care. vou will not be inTolTed. Jow, leaTe Yeacefully.z 

Finley could not do that, and less than thirty minutes later, security 
shoTed him out the gate that led into the facility. Phey locked it back 
behind him. He turned and scanned his badge that normally oYened 
it, and he found they had already disabled it. 

He saw his ples had scattered, so he set about Yicking them uY. 
Nuckily, scattering them had not damaged them. Phe wind was not 
blowing hard today, and he Yicked each one uY, carefully reYlacing 
it in the Ylace it belonged. He slowly walked to his car, thinking of 
anything he could do to stoY the ES“W from coming online. He had 
no idea what it would do eBactly, but he knew it was dangerous. Phe 
information he had gathered from seTeral ciTilijations, which he had 
Yieced together oTer the last pTe years, YroTed that this was dangerous. 

He made his way home, sitting in the car for a while. Phen he went 
inside, ignoring his wife, xaisley, and his two children, 6lastair and 
6rchie. 6lastair followed anyway, as usual. 6t ten, he wanted to be like 
his father, and though it was 9attering, that was a dangerous thing. 

Finley sat down at his desk, Yutting the ples down.
D”hat did they say—z 6lastair asked, his black hair in waTes around 

his face, constantly a mess.
Finley shook his head. DPhey won-t stoY.z 
D”hat now—z his son asked.
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DI do what I haTe to do tomorrow. Won, I want to tell you a few 
things, before what I-m going to do may get me killed.z

QeeY into the night, Finley talked to his son, eBYlaining eTerything 
in more detail than he eTer had before. He showed him the research, 
told him how the Yieces connected, eTerything he-d neTer said to him 
before. “y the time the sun Yeeked oTer the horijon, 6lastair lay Yassed 
out in the big armchair that sat in front of his desk. 

Finley stood uY, nodding to himself in an attemYt to assure himself 
of what he would do. He straightened uY the ples, Yut away the Yarch:
ments, and locked eTerything away. Crabbing the key, an eBtremely 
old:fashioned thing since most locks were electronic now, he Yut it on 
a waB cord. He went oTer to 6lastair and carefully wraYYed the cord 
around his neck, tucking the key under his shirt. He knew that 6lastair 
wouldn-t understand what the key was for yet, but he could only hoYe 
that one day he would pnd out. Neaning oTer, he kissed the boy on the 
forehead.

DI loTe you and your brother more than the whole world,z he 
whisYered, knowing no one would hear him.

His wife still sleYt, and so did 6rchie. He would not bother them, 
mostly because both of them considered his Ylight to be a fool-s errand 
based on nonsense. 6rchie, at pfteen, already showed an incredible 
aYtitude for Yhysics and studied on his own when he had a chance. 
Finley swallowed a lumY in his throat as he went out into the garage. 
Here, another cabinet sat. Phis one, with an electronic lock. 

He Yressed his thumb to the reader, and it beeYed and turned green, 
the heaTy:duty lock clicking as it Yulled back. He oYened it and began 
taking out things he had hoYed neTer to use. Finley had YreYared for 
this day for a long time. 6ll the items in the cabinet were things to 
helY him get into the ES“W facility. He would get in and deactiTate 
the thing for himself if no one would listen.
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Finley knew the Ylace eBtremely well, and he knew when the cameras 
sweYt and in what direction they faced. He made his way to the back 
entrance and used the Lack boB he-d gained to get the lock to think 
allowed Yersonnel were entering. 6 LackboB was a hacker inTention, 
one most YeoYle only knew about when they had been in the hacker 
world. He hadn-t been a hacker, but his childhood best friend had, 
and before he died, he-d sent Finley a boB of his things. Phe LackboB 
was one thing in there. 

6 LackboB didn-t look like much at prst. 6 s!uare of pTe inches 
on each side with a cable attached to one corner. It had two methods 
of connection7 direct with the cable or through wireless technology 
that drilled a hole through the network-s Yrotections to connect. Phe 
deTice did eTerything automatically, and Finley-s friend Vason had sent 
him the instructions along with the item. 

6fter the gate oYened, he tucked the LackboB in his Yocket. 1ar:
rying one was dangerous, since getting caught with one came with a 
stiR Yrison sentence. HoweTer, Finley didn-t think he-d get out of the 
situation without going to Lail. ”hat he was about to do would Yut 
him there easily because the ES“W was a goTernment:funded YroLect.

0sing the LackboB, he !uickly and easily made his way through 
multiYle back entrances. Jot eTeryone knew they had pred him, so 
he Lust wore his usual attire and walked as if he were suYYosed to be 
there. Phus far, no one had said anything to him… they had Lust waTed 
and smiled at him with the occasional hi. 

Phe last steY was the hardest. He had to get into the lab. Jot only 
was it locked, but two 6I:Yowered guardians sat beside the entrance. 
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Phey were small, barely two feet tall, and looked like old:style traHc 
cones in a nostalgic way. HoweTer, they had three:siBty Tision and 
could detect something as small as a 9ea. Phey were the Yroblem he 
had to deal with now. 

”ith great care, he reached into the bag and Yulled out something 
Tery sYecial. He unfolded it and Ylaced it oTer his head, allowing it 
to draYe oTer him onto the 9oor. 1omYletely coTered, the Yassing 
blanket would make him inTisible to 6I detection. 6nother gift from 
his friend, Vason. qf course, none of this would matter if he touched 
either robot in any way. Phen, the alarms would sound, and eTerything 
would be oTer. 

Phe human guard wouldn-t come by for four more minutes, and it 
was siB thirty, so none of the scientists were there yet. Vust as he took 
a steY forward, someone yanked the Yassing blanket oR from behind. 
He sYun around, staring at Farnsworth, who stood there looking smug 
with two security oHcers behind him.

DI knew you-d try it,z Farnsworth said.
Dvou haTe to stoY this,z Finley said. Dvou don-t understand the 

forces you-re dealing with?z
Dvou are a scientist. vou should already know that the only forces 

we are dealing with are the ones YroTen to eBist.z
Finley growled under his breath. DIt wasn-t that long ago that 

!uantum Yhysics was thought to be laughable,z he said, narrowing his 
eyes at Farnsworth. D0ntil something is understood, it aYYears false or 
magical. ”hen eBamined, the truth is reTealed.z 

Farnsworth waTed his hand in dismissal. He turned to the security 
men. D“ring him.z 

Moments  later,  Finley  sat  handcuRed in  a  chair  near  where 
Farnsworth would actiTate the ES“W. 
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Dvou will watch my success,z Farnsworth said as he began warming 
uY the ES“W before actiTation. 

Finley knew he would not conTince this man of the truth. He 
knew the truth, and no one listened to him. Phe research eBisted. He 
had gathered it all, working tirelessly to pnd all the threads that woTe 
the intricate taYestry of the JeBus. He-d found clues in pTe diRerent 
cultures, pTe YeoYles who knew more than Farnsworth did. 

Dvou need to listen to me.z Finley didn-t beg. He didn-t ask. It was 
a simYle statement.

Phe clock turned oTer to eight. Phe other scientists had pltered in 
and taken Yositions around the room at their stations. 

D1oming online?z
DEuantum states initialijed.z
DSnergy buRers actiTated.z
DWafeguards one through siB in Ylace.z
D”e are go?z
D”ait, something-s wrongIz
DQr. Farnsworth, it-s destabilijing?z
DWhut it down?z
D”e can-t? ”e-Te tried? Phe safeguards are malfunctioning?z
D6ll of them— Phere are siB layers?z
D6ll of them.z
Finley closed his eyes, eBhaling all his breath as the frantic scientists 

worked to shut it down. He knew they couldn-t do it. Phis was it. 
He oYened his eyes. He knew eTerything about why this shouldn-t be 
done. ”hat he didn-t know was what would haYYen after the ES“W 
came online. He had no idea what malfunctioning would look like. It 
could be all for nothing, and it would simYly not work. qr it could 
be catastroYhic and bring about the end of the world. Phere was no 



“SASONv N. 6JQSOWqJ, V. FqWPSO2J

Yroof about what this would do, as no one had eTer sYeculated that 
someone would try something like this.

6ll around the room, the scientists tried eTerything. Jothing 
worked. Phe machine emitted a high:Yitched hum that grew louder 
and louder. Finley watched intently as aboTe the ES“W, it looked like 
the Tery air had solidiped and a riY formed in it. Phrough it, Fin:
ley saw unbelieTable things. He saw lightning, liTing shadows, misty 
dream:like pgures, walking 9owers, and more. Phe hum grew to the 
Yoint eTeryone crouched and Yut their hands oTer their ears. Finley, 
handcuRed, could not, and he could feel what he assumed was blood 
beginning to driY from his ears. Phe images he saw, as they raYidly 
intensiped and reYlayed, pBated him.

Woon, the world went entirely !uiet. For a second, Finley thought 
his eardrums must haTe ruYtured, but he saw the scientists standing 
slowly, staring at the tear in the area aboTe the machine. It writhed and 
moTed, neTer stoYYing. 6s if it were aliTe, Finley thought. 

DIs it oTer—z Farnsworth-s shaky Toice asked.
Finley shook his head. DJo, it-s Lust beginning.z
In his head, he heard something, and he thought it had to be his 

oTeractiTe imagination about the situation.
You will help fix this, Finley.
Phen, eTerything blew out from the ES“W and the rift oTer it. 

For Lust a moment, Finley saw his son-s face, but older. He wore a 
wide:brimmed brown hat, and his eyes shone with something akin 
to YurYose. “eside him stood an unbelieTable creature, their hands 
entwined and looking toward pTe massiTe towers. 

6nd Finley knew, somehow, it was 6lastair who would saTe the 
world. 

Phen it went black.



Chapter One

ALASTAIR’S MISSION

C rystal Kae Truman thought she would never raise a child. Yet, 
as she stood outside the small house, her heart beat a quick 

rhythm in her chest, and she knew she could not stop herself from 
what she was about to do.

The day had been incredible, and their lives had changed with some 
sort of explosion outside Phoenix. People whispered about it, calling it 
the Incident. Rumors of strange creatures roaming the land had come 
their way. Still though they’d commanded all people to stay inside, she 
heard this noise and could not.

Stepping from the walkway, she made her way through ankle-deep 
grass that had yet to be cut since the last few days had been rainy. The 
sound she followed reverberated around her, and thunder boomed, 
eclipsing the sound for a moment. She continued, even as drops of 
rain pelted her, and the wind told the story of a storm moving in on 
them tonight.

She reached her destination and kneeled in the damp grass. Ly-
ing there, covered in pieces of grass and dirt, was an infant. It made 
desperate cries as its little jsts pulled against its chest. Crystal gasped, 
her heart clenching. Two months before, she had lost her baby Bust 
three months into a very much wanted pregnancy. The news that she 
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would never bear a child had sent her into a tailspin, and she nearly 
succumbed to despondency. Wowever, she felt she had a purpose and 
stopped the knife before it cut into her “esh.

Dow, as she lifted the baby with all the care of a new mother, a chill 
ran down her spine, and her heart beat even faster in her chest. She 
stood up straight, cradling the child as the rain and thunder continued, 
but to her, it didn’t matter at all. ?alking with care, she came to the 
door, where her ever-present husband, 1red, stood waiting for her to 
come back.

”?hat is that!5 he asked over the howl of the wind.
”N baby,5 she whispered, barely heard over the same wind.
She followed 1red back through the door and into the temporary 

house they were living in since they had come to the small town 
outside Phoenix. 

”Eut look at it(5 he said.
”It’s a baby, 1red, what do you mean!5 she asked.
”The eyes, Crystal( ?hat is it!5
She looked down at the baby’s face and saw that the eyes were pure 

black with violet irises. The crying had stopped, and it sucked at its 
jngers, looking up at her. ?hat little hair the baby had was pure, 
shining silver. Though she was safe, her heart continued to pound. 
The child’s veins were visible, and they almost glowed gold.

She shook her head. ”It must be one of those creatures that people 
have been talking about, but I can’t abandon it. Wim,5 she amended 
as she looked him over. 

”Crystal, you can’t let anyone see that,5 1red said, looking at her. 
”They’ll never let you keep it, and I can already tell that’s what you 
want to do.5

”I’ll take care of him.5
Nnd that was all there was to the matter for Crystal Truman.
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?ithin two years, the suburbs around Phoenix came together to 
form new cities around which they built massive walls to protect them 
from the creatures that came from thH44e other places. She knew little 
about what exactly happened in the wider world. She focused all her 
attention and care on the baby.

Crystal and 1red moved to their wall apartment under the cover 
of night, keeping the child, now two, hidden as they moved. Luckily, 
?icker ;the name they gave him6 was an eerily quiet child. We rarely 
made a noise and Bust stared with those unearthly eyes.

1red worked for the ?orld Euilder’s Nssociation and helped build 
the city walls and apartments. Ns they came close to completion, 
though, there was an accident, and 1red was involved. We died that 
day, leaving Crystal a widow and now alone with ?icker.

The community came together to support her, though unaware 
of the child she had secreted in her home. She explained that she felt 
uncomfortable with people in her house, and she Bust preferred to be 
alone. The excuse that she needed time to herself raised no suspicion, 
and no one questioned her* they respected her wishes. They brought 
her groceries each week, and when she needed something, they pro-
vided it without question. Crystal was a part of the community, and 
one thing they had done was support each other no matter what.

Crystal, though she had wanted to be an actress, had been attending 
school to be an elementary teacher, and she had many books about 
teaching. She taught ?icker as well as she could, and the only thing 
she ever told him about his origin was that she had found pure love in 
him. We asked a few times why he looked diMerent, and Crystal would 
say it was Bust the way he was. Though she did tell him one important 
thing. 

Dever be seen.
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Inside the oQce, Nlastair 8ac8illian stood staring at his fellow Varth 
Oefense Shield agent, Warley 8iller. The two tall men had squared 
oM in the common room where the VOS agents gathered between 
missions to talk to each other and socialiGe. Nlastair stood a couple of 
inches taller than Warley, though Warley had more muscle and bulk 
than Nlastair. Warley and Nlastair did not get along with each other. 
They had long forgotten the reason, and it really didn’t matter much 
anymore.

”You don’t know shit,5 Warley said with a derisive snort. 
”You have no idea what I know, Warley,5 Nlastair growled out, 

growing annoyed by Bust looking at the other man. 
Warley, with his green eyes and obnoxiously red hair in a buGG cut, 

had both hands on his hips and a smirk on his lips. Nlastair wanted to 
slap that smile right oM his face. In fact, he was considering it strongly 
at the moment.

”You can’t possibly know anything about the Incident.5 The 
haughty tone in Warley’s voice grated on Nlastair’s one remaining 
nerve. 

”8y brother is working on rebuilding the machine that caused it, 
so yes, I know something about the Incident.5 

Nlastair hated talking to the other VOS agents on a good day, but 
this was going to lead to violence. This all started because Warley was 
going on and on about how no one knew anything about the rifts or 
anything else. Nlastair didn’t reveal his entire knowledge* instead, he 
stuck to his brother’s position. We could verify that.

Warley snorted. ”Jh, and what’s that machine called, if you know 
so much!5 
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”—uantum Vnergy Eridge StabiliGer,  you fuck knuckle.  The 
—VES.5 

Nrchie, Nlastair’s older brother, was indeed working to rebuild the 
stupid thing. Do matter how much Nlastair told him not to do it, 
because it was only going to make the situation worse.

Warley looked shocked. ”?ell, I’ll be damned, you do know some-
thing worthwhile. Something I never thought from a pathetic sharp-
shooter.5 

Nlastair narrowed his eyes at Warley. Dow, he was treading on 
dangerous ground. If there was one thing he prided himself on, it was 
his shooting ability. ”Nt least I can use a long-range weapon. You’re 
only good close up. ?hat the fuck you gonna do when you are being 
sniped from a distance, Back ass!5 

Warley snorted and rolled his eyes. ”I’ll walk over and punch them 
in the face before they can kill me, duh.5 

”Yeah, sure, you do that, big boy,5 Nlastair said. ”I’m done talking 
to ignorant idiots.5 

We turned around to go back to the front so he could get some air, 
but Warley could never let someone have the last word in an argument, 
especially one with Nlastair.

”?alk away, Nl.5
”That’s it(5 Nlastair snapped and turned around, landing a left 

hook right in Warley’s smirking face, knocking him “at. Nlastair 
packed a lot more power into his punches than most people thought, 
especially more than people like Warley actually expected. We grinned. 
It felt so good, he prepared to do it again once Warley stood up.

”Vnough(5 
Eefore Warley got back up, their superior came in to jnd out what 

the squabbling was all about. We reached down and helped Warley to 
stand up. The captain’s face was an inscrutable mask.
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”We punched me(5 Warley said, holding his Baw, which was bruis-
ing. 

”?ell, you antagoniGed me, asshole,5 Nlastair said, shaking his hand 
out after the impact of the punch. ”I told you before, don’t call me 
Nl.5 

Their captain, Captain Tubman, shook his head and sighed. ”Nl-
right, it’s done now, I don’t care what the cause was. Warley, go get 
your partner, and escort the scholars where they need to go.5

”?hat! I get a fucking milk run!5 Warley glared at Nlistair. 
”You get the assignment I give you, Warley. 2et going before I 

reprimand you for real and report this nonsense to Control,5 Tubman 
said, glaring back at Warley. ”Nnd you,5 he said, turning to Nlastair. 
”2o to Eennu. Report of a Realmer. 0nidentijed. If it’s dangerous, 
do what you need to. If it’s not, bring it back to Phoenix. I don’t like 
unidentijed creatures.5 

Nlastair nodded and turned on his heel to go to the coatroom. 
Eehind him, he heard Warley complaining about getting an easy 
and boring assignment while Nlastair got something good. Nlastair 
couldn’t help but smirk as he pulled his brown trench coat out of 
the coat closet and slipped it on over his clothing, and the climisuit 
underneath. 

”2ot a mission!5 he heard, and turned to see another agent, one he 
actually kind of liked. Cindy Aeale. 

”Yeah,  you  got  anything,  Cindy!5  he  said,  adBusting  the 
wide-brimmed hat on his head.

”Dot yet. Wey, I wanted to ask you something. You, like, know 
about the stuM that caused the Incident, right!5 she asked. ”I heard 
what you said to Warley beforeçwell, before you slugged him.5 

Elinking rapidly, Nlastair didn’t know how to respond to that. We 
didn’t talk about the stuM his genius of a father had told him and his 
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brother. Dot knowing what she meant, he didn’t want to speak up 
about something he shouldn’t talk about.

”?ell, I know some things, what exactly are you meaning!5 he 
asked. 

She looked around as if checking to see if someone stood near them. 
”Tell me, where do the rifts go! Rifts, portals, whatever you want to 
call them.5 

She looked serious. Wer deep brown eyes were honest in appear-
ance, and her face open with curiosity. She was a pretty woman, Nlas-
tair thought, though he really wasn’t into women like that. Though 
unlike his brother, who had no interest in anyone at all, he found his 
interest in men. Though there really was no one who knew about that. 
Dot even his brother.

”0h, well, you know, we don’t really know exactly where they go, 
andç5 

”Do, you know. I know you do. I want to know the truth.5 She 
glanced around again and brushed her hand through her sandy blonde 
hair, which she kept short around her face. ”I need to know it. Fust, I 
can’t tell you why, but I need to conjrm something.5 

Nlastair licked his lips and glanced around as well. The area near 
the cloakroom was bare of anything. It was more of a hall with a closet 
than anything else. Nt the end of the hall, it went into the main room 
where everyone gathered and talked. They heard the quiet sounds 
of conversation jltering down to them, but nothing clear enough to 
understand. That meant they weren’t very near to the hall.

”Jkay, well, they lead to four diMerent Realms. They are places 
where the creatures come from, but it’s a one-way trip for them. They 
come through, but they can’t go back. The four Realms have diMerent 
types of creatures. That’s why there’s so many diMerent things you 
encounter out there, and why learning about one doesn’t help with 
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another.5 Nlastair hoped she didn’t ask how he knew that. It was all in 
his father’s research, and if he brought him up, it would come up that 
he’d been practically laughed out of the science community.

Cindy nodded, obviously taking what he said to heart. ”Jkay, 
that’s good. Thanks, Nlastair.5

She turned and left, leaving Nlastair quite confused by the whole 
interaction. We shook his head and took a deep breath. ?hatever, he 
thought as he headed to the weapon check by the door. 

”2oing out on a mission, Nlastair!5 the man at the desk said.
”Yup, Oave,5 he said, nodding to the very large and very imposing 

man who handled the weapons, Oave 1ellows. 
Oave stood at least six feet seven inches tall and had thick muscles. 

We worked out and trained the agents in hand-to-hand combat. Nlas-
tair distinctly remembered being on the mat more than standing when 
he went through that training. We had to admit* he knew how to brawl 
much better after working with Oave.

”Were you are,5 Oave said, handing over the two pistols that Nlas-
tair wielded. ”Wave a good mission.5 

”Thanks, Oave, catch you when I get back.5 Nlastair holstered the 
pistols and headed out the door.

The VOS headquarters sat next to the gate out of Phoenix. Nlastair 
headed down the path to the main road and made his way to the 
massive gate. 

?hen they built the walls around Phoenix, they had made them 
incredibly strong. The walls were seventy feet high and twenty feet 
thick. Nt the entrance, two sloping spires reached up another hundred 
feet into the sky, bracketing the massive gate that rested between them. 
It had no real purpose other than to look impressive. Nnd he had to 
admit that it was impressive.
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We waved at the guard as the walkway door openedçmuch smaller 
than the larger gateçand he headed down the road as the sun rose to 
its height for the day. We tapped the control on the climisuit and felt 
the cooling turn on as the sun beat down on him. It would be a long 
walk, but he had a pack with enough to make it there and back easily 
enough. Nnd who knew! We might return with a Realmer in tow. Jr, 
he might Bust as easily have to terminate one.

777

The sun had almost set when he neared Eennu. We was thoughtful as 
he walked down the lit path. It was one of the merged walled cities 
that had come up after the Incident. The posts shone special lights on 
the path that repelled the creatures that infested the world these days. 
Tanner lights, as they were called, helped people like Nlastair travel 
between the walled cities of the world.

Stopping, Nlastair looked up at the Tanner light above him. We 
pondered the strangely purplish colored things, a great invention by 
Or. 8ara Tanner in Dew York City. They functioned as both a light 
source and a jeld that repelled anything not from Varth. We took a 
breath and continued on his way. Passing a comfort hut, he got closer 
to the small city. Comfort huts were one of the many VOS waypoints 
on the roads between cities. We didn’t need to stop, so he continued 
on.

0p ahead, he saw his destination.
We approached the walled city. Eeing a smaller place, the walls stood 

twenty feet high instead of jfty like Phoenix’s. They were still jve feet 
thick and would withstand an attack from Bust about anything. Jf 
course, sometimes ”Bust about5 mattered more than people thought. 
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Ns he approached, the regular lights around the city came on by mo-
tion sensors. The Tanner lights, of course, were never oM. ?ell, almost 
never. We came up to the gate and walked up to the interface.

”I request entry.5 
”It’s too late to open the gate,5 came the expected response in a 

snide voice. These smaller cities ran on superiority complexes and 
reveled in their power, he found.

”Dot to let me in.5 We held his badge up to the camera.
”Jh, of course, sir, Bust a moment sir(5 the gate guard said, obvi-

ously scrambling to do Bust that.
The heavy gate opened outward, and Nlastair walked into the city. 

N gate guard stood next to the small gatehouse and bowed to him 
as he walked by. The sign of respect was certainly nice to see, but he 
imagined if he didn’t have the badge of an VOS agent, the reception 
would be far diMerent.

”?elcome to Eennu, sir( Wappy to have you here(5 he said. 
We was a portly fellow, with pink cheeks and a double chin. Wis 

black hair, thin and stringy, barely covered the bald spot on his head. 
We had dark, beady eyes, and Nlastair felt he was a slimy bastard. The 
faNade he wore was fake. Jf course, that was the jrst impression. We 
knew better than to go by that, because he often thought the worst 
of people before they showed themselves diMerently. We protected 
himself that way.

”Yeah, glad to be here. I hear there’s been word of a Realmer of 
unknown type here,5 he said, not wasting time with pleasantries.

The beady-eyed guard blinked, then grinned. Wis crooked teeth 
told Nlastair that dental care wasn’t his priority. ”Jh, that’s not an 
issue anymore.5 

Nlastair reached up, removed his wide-brimmed hat, and scratched 
his dark head. We didn’t like the implications of that statement. Cities 
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were not supposed to handle Realmers alone. That’s what people like 
Nlastair were for.

”Nre you telling me you did something with the Realmer without 
our permission!5

The guard’s small eyes became comically wide, and his smile faded. 
”0m, no, sir, notçwell we hadçthere was a demand for something 
to be done( 1rom the people, you know, not the mayor or anythingç5 

Nlastair glared at him. ”You know the consequences of defying the 
VOS. ?hat have you done!5 

”0m, there’s to be an execution if it already hasn’t happenedç5 
the guard managed to get out.

”Idiots(5 Nlastair exclaimed. ”You always fuck up my Bob( You’ll be 
hearing from us.5

?ith that, Nlastair turned on his heel and walked down the path 
toward the center of the city. If they were executing the Realmer, 
that’s where they would do it. It was always a public spectacle when 
something like this came up. We wished he could say that this was 
the jrst-time he’d encountered this type of thing. The truth was, he’d 
seen this before, and in that case, he hadn’t been in time to save the 
Realmer. This time, though, he wasn’t going to let it happen.

We came down the path past the side of the row of apartment 
buildings that lined the inside of the walls and saw a crowd in the 
city square. The people yelled and made whooping sounds as they 
watched a man in a dark robe march a jgure with a hood over their 
head onto the gallows. They looked to have hastily constructed it, 
though, because it wobbled a bit as they stepped up onto the landing. 

The robed man grabbed the noose and put it around the jgure’s 
neck, and then he pulled oM the hood.

”Tonight, we rid ourselves of danger(5 he yelled. 



EVAVRLY L. NDOVRSJD, F. 1JSTVR…H

This man, while not as portly as the jrst, was not thin. We looked 
to have a small potbelly, and a full head of blond hair kept neat. The 
robe looked like an old-style Budge’s robe from the twentieth century. 

Nlastair blinked, using his ocular implants to Goom in on the jgure. 
We frowned because at jrst glance, he’d never seen a Realmer like 
this. The eyes were like a dark-clad, one of the more intelligent and 
human-like creatures from the dark realm, but he had stark silver hair, 
which didn’t match the eyes. Oark-clad had eyes that were pure black 
with an iris of another color* in this case, it was vivid purple. Eut their 
hair always matched the color of the eyes. 

We wore a sleeveless shirt, obviously homemade, and a pair of loose 
pants. We had no shoes, and as Nlastair looked him over, he had veins 
that glowed stark gold against his pale skin. 

Suddenly, Nlastair’s heart began beating fast as though under terri-
ble fear. We had no idea where it came from, but it was sudden. Then 
he realiGed, maybe it came from the Realmer! Those from the echo 
realm could proBect their emotions and thoughts sometimes. Nh, well, 
he said to himself* it didn’t matter where he came from. We was a 
living being, and in a world like theirs, life was not to be wasted unless 
absolutely necessary.

They had gagged him and had his hands tied in front of him. We 
looked around, fright clear on his face. Nlastair didn’t blame him for 
being scared. These idiots were going to kill him for being a Realmer. 
?ell, not on Nlastair’s watch, that was for sure. Dot this time, and 
never again.

We pushed back the trench coat he wore and pulled the pistol from 
the holster at his hip. ?ell behind the crowd, and slightly above them, 
he had a clear shot from where he stood. Jn the gallows, the man made 
the Realmer stand on a stool and tightened the rope on the side of the 
frame.
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”Dow, we show them what invading our town gets them(5 the 
pot-bellied man crowed.

Then, he kicked the stool out from under the Realmer.
Nt the same moment, Nlastair lined up his shot. We didn’t really 

need the ocular implant for it, but he used it anyway Bust to be sure. We 
was a natural at sharpshooting, and the implant made him even more 
exact when he shot. Eefore the rope pulled taunt on the Realmer, he 
shot. The sonic burst cleanly severed the rope, dropping the Realmer 
onto the platform.

Silence covered the entire area as Nlastair holstered the pistol and 
slowly walked down the path to the gallows. Nt jrst, there were looks 
all around, then they saw him. Nll eyes were on him. 

Ns he made his way down the sloping path, he didn’t acknowledge 
anyone, eyes only on the Realmer who lay where he fell, his breath fast 
in his chest. N strange feeling overcame him, and he became even more 
sure that the Realmer was the origin of the feeling. The pot-bellied 
man had a mortijed look on his face, as well he should. ?hat he was 
about to do violated several laws and a treaty or two. Nlastair stopped 
Bust before he got to the base of the gallows. We took oM his hat and 
brushed his hand over the brown, stiM material. Then, he met the 
almost executioner’s eyes and replaced it. 

”Ering him down here.5 
Do one spoke, and barely anyone made a noise as the pot-bellied 

man got the Realmer to his feet and walked him back down the stairs 
to Nlastair. 

”0h, sir, I can explainç5 he started.
”Shut the fuck up.5 
Nlastair wanted none of their explanations. There was no good ex-

planation for killing anyone, Realmer or not. They didn’t even execute 
criminals anymore. In fact, VOS was the only people allowed to act 
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to terminate a Realmer thought to be too dangerous to be kept alive. 
Nnd that was something that Nlastair had never had to do and hoped 
he never would have to do.

The man nodded, saying nothing else. We at least knew his place.
Nlastair moved closer and reached out to remove the gag from the 

Realmer. Dow that he was looking at him with his natural eyes only, 
he saw he was indeed male by appearance and had a delicate-looking 
face with large eyes and pouty lips* in fact, if he hadn’t known better, 
by the face, he would have guessed a female Realmer. Wis skin had an 
unnatural pallor to it, as though he hadn’t seen the sun in a while. We 
wasn’t very old, but he wasn’t a teen. We stared up at the taller Nlastair 
with those large eyes damp with tears.

Nlastair grumbled under his breath as he pulled a knife from his belt 
and cut the ropes on his wrists. 1or a second, the Realmer didn’t move, 
Bust stood there, still and staring at Nlastair.

”?hat’s your name!5 Nlastair said.
The Realmer hesitated and looked around him at the potbellied 

man beside him and back to Nlastair. We swallowed and whispered, 
”?icker.5 

”Jkay, ?icker, we’re going to jnd a room for tonight, then in the 
morning we’ll take you to Phoenix, where we’ll get you settled into a 
nice, warm home. These fucking idiots won’t touch you again or I’ll 
put a hole between their eyes.5

?icker nodded slowly, still looking absolutely terrijed, and Nlas-
tair couldn’t blame him. If Nlastair had been jve minutes later, the 
young Realmer would have died. 

”?here’s the motel!5 Nlastair demanded.
”0h, at the base of apartment complex six. In the middle of the 

east wall,5 8r. Pot-belly said. ”I’m sure they’ll accommodateç5 he 
started.



?NLLS - PRVAIV? …U

”They’ll accommodate whatever the fuck I say to accommodate, or 
I’ll be back with a full team to clear code the city.5 

Do one wanted an VOS oQcer team to clear code a city. Clear cod-
ing was their way of marking a city as dangerous and under scrutiny 
for breaking the code of conduct. Dothing they did in the city would 
go without oversight from the VOS oQcers. 

”Please, sir, I know this looks bad, but you have to understand our 
situation( ?e found out that an older woman had thisPthing in her 
apartment where she had apparently been taking care of him for some 
time( ?e had to do something(5

Oespite not wanting to converse with 8r. Potbelly, Nlastair was 
curious now. ”Wow did you jnd out about him!5

”8s. Truman passed away, and as she had no kin, we had to clear 
out her apartment. She never let anyone enter her home, and now 
I suppose we know why.5 8r. Potbelly stopped and looked unsure. 
”0h, and well, we had to clear the house, and we found it there with 
her body. ?e assume it must have killed her.5

Nlastair snorted. ”I seriously doubt he killed anyone or anything. 
We’s obviously been kept sequestered in her home for a long time, you 
dumb ass. ?hy would he kill the person taking care of him!5

”?e don’t know, sir, but itç5 
Ngain, Nlastair repeated himself. ”Shut the fuck up. I’m talking.5 

Nlastair hated repeating himself. ”Dow, unless you have something 
more than Qwe guess he killed her,’ I’m taking charge of him.5

”Yes, sir.5 
”2ood, I better not hear word one from anyone.5
Nlastair knew they were chajng at this. The cities hated the fact 

that VOS held authority in the world beyond their city governments. 
Countries vanished, their purpose gone. There were only massive 
walled cities that took care of those inside the walls. The 0nited Da-
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tions became the ?orld Wope Nlliance and took ultimate authority 
over all cities. The VOS helped with the Realmers and the threat from 
the other creatures. To do this, they had to have authority in all areas. 
Still, he was about to walk away when he saw a man walking briskly 
toward them. We smirked. The mayor, no doubt. 

Nlastair reached over and took the Realmer’s hand, and he felt the 
tremble in it. We squeeGed it, hoping to assure him that nothing would 
happen to him now.

”?hat is this!5 squawked the man as he huMed his way up the 
incline toward Nlastair and the Realmer. ”?hy are you here interfer-
ing in my city!5 he demanded, coming to a stop incredibly close to 
Nlastair.

Nlastair narrowed his eyes at the man, not backing away an inch. We 
wore a suit, black with pinstripes, and had a tie on, no doubt as a show 
of power. The tie looked hastily tied, as it lay crooked. Wis face looked 
red from the strain of quickly walking up the slight incline. Like the 
others, he was rotund. Nlastair noted that most of the population was 
thinçsome emaciated-looking. It was obvious where most of the food 
went in this city. That didn’t make Nlastair want to work with this 
man at all.

”Your city!5 Nlastair said, acting dumb.
”8y city(5 he nearly shouted. ”I’m the mayor( Reginald 1orsyth. I 

demand to know why you’ve interfered in a sanctioned execution. The 
people demand Bustice( This creature murdered 8s. Tubman(5 

1rom the corner of his eye, he saw 8r. Potbelly waving at the mayor 
desperately to get him to stop talking. The mayor ignored him.

Nlastair stared for a moment, wondering how long this idiot would 
let the silence hang. Dot long, it seemed.

”You need toç5 
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”I need to what!5 Nlastair snarled at him. ”I need to listen to you! 
You’re nothing but a little man on a power trip here. I am the one in 
this situation with the power. I’m VOS, and I was sent here on suspi-
cion of you having encountered an unknown Realmer. You know as 
well as I do, each situation is treated diMerently based on the individual 
Realmer involved. 8alevolent Realmers are Budged, and we do what 
is necessary. Eenevolent Realmers are Budged as well and taken to be 
resettled elsewhere than your close-minded wannabe kingdom.5 

8ayor Reginald stared at him in obvious disbelief that he was 
talking to him in this manner. 

”1urthermore, you have no right to execute anyone without VOS 
approval. You should know that loss of life in this time is to be avoided 
at all costs, even among those with criminal activity. They can be taken 
to secure work facilities to do tasks that are within their capabilities. 
?e have lost too many people to let life simply be wasted. Nnd that 
includes peaceful Realmers.5 

”You can’t Bust come into my city andç5 he stammered.
”Nctually, yes, I can. Nnd if you had any fucking brains, you’d know 

that. You know, I’m leaving tonight. I refuse to spend any time in this 
kingdom of yours. I’m declaring Eennu under a clear code. You’ll be 
receiving a team of VOS agents within the week.5 

Nlastair turned to ?icker, ignoring the sputtering mayor. ”Oo you 
want to leave!5

The Realmer stared at him, and Nlastair felt a wave of confusion. 
”I have never left here.5

”?ell, jrst time for everything,5 he said. ”Let’s get you out of this 
fucking shithole.5



Chapter Two

RECEPTION IN PHOENIX

A lastair felt unbridled fury at the events that had just transpired 
in Bennu. He didn’t waste any time; instead, he headed out 

immediately with his new charge. It wasn’t until Bennu had nearly 
disappeared from view that he halted. Wicker ran into his back, obvi-
ously not expecting him to stop like that. 

He turned and narrowed his eyes at the Realmer. Then he looked 
up at the Tanner light as it cast a familiar purplish glow on the area. 
They didn’t bother Wicker. Tanner lights repelled anything not from 
Earth. Usually, it was a visceral reaction. A Realmer would just avoid 
them unconsciously and would avoid any area the light shed on. Why 
wouldn’t they repel a Realmer like Wicker? He looked like a Realmer. 
If he wasn’t a Realmer, what the hell was he?

Wicker stood and stared at him, looking confused. Alastair didn’t 
blame him; he imagined the young Realmer was very confused by 
things at the moment. As much as this situation confused Alastair. 
A Realmer that looked like nothing he’d ever seen—which didn’t 
happen often—and Tanner lights didn’t a“ect him.

”I’m sorry,L Wicker said, eyes welling up with tears.
Alastair blinked. What the hell? ”What are you sorry for, Wicker?L 

he asked.
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”zor being here.L 
”What do you mean?L Alastair tilted his head and looked over him, 

realiOing that he was shivering. 
He closed his eyes, chastising himself. Yf course, he was shivering. 

He didn’t have a climisuit. It was the desert at night. The tempera-
ture was dropping, and the weather was incredibly unpredictable. He 
pulled o“ his trench coat and stepped closer to him. The specialiOed 
trench coat would keep him warm until they got to a place to rest.

”Here,L he said, voice dropping a little in volume. ”qou’re not 
wearing much to be out here at night. qou don’t need to be sorry; I 
do. I didn’t think about that because I was so angry.L 

Wicker looked up at him, eyes still full of tears. ”I’m sorry you’re 
angry.L

Before he snapped that he wasn’t angry at him—he was angry at 
the fucking idiots in Bennu—he stopped himself. Wicker wouldn’t 
understand where his anger was from. If he understood the situation 
well enough, the old woman had raised him isolated from everyone 
and everything. Po, he took a deep breath.

”Sisten, Wicker, you’ve done nothing wrong.L
”They thought I did,L he said, grabbing onto the trench coat and 

pulling it tight across his chest. It fell almost to his ankles, which was 
in a way comical, but Alastair stiMed the chuckle at it.

Alastair put his hands on Wicker’s shoulders and looked at him 
s!uarely. ”They were wrong. qou have done nothing at all. They were 
dumb asses who were on a power trip and afraid of their shadows. 
They wouldn’t know how to do anything of merit, let alone appreciate 
someone like you.L

Wicker stood silent for a few moments. ”But Nama said never to be 
seen no matter what. I triedDL he looked up suddenly, tears streaming 
down his pale face. ”But she fell down, and she didn’t get back upD I 
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don’t know what I did, but they said I did something to make her dieD 
And I couldn’t wake her upD I don’t know what happened, but I swear 
I didn’t do anythingDL

”Wicker, you didn’t do anything. Phe died, that’s all. There was 
nothing you could have done. Pometimes, people die, especially older 
ones. Phe was older, wasn’t she?L he asked.

He wiped a hand across his eyes and nodded. ”Ph-she was seventy. 
We just had her birthday a couple weeks ago. And she was 5ne. W-why 
would she—L He took a deep, shaky breath as if holding back a sob.

Pighing, Alastair reached out and pulled him into an embrace. 
Immediately, Wicker wrapped his arms around Alastair and let out 
a sob. Alastair could only imagine how hard this had to be for the 
young Realmer. Being raised alone would be hard for anyone. Po, she 
had raised him by herself. He’d never interacted with anyone, and he 
wouldn’t really know much about the world except for the things she 
taught him.

They stood there, about a mile from Bennu, in the illumination 
of the Tanner lights, and Alastair let him cry out his grief. It was sad 
that he wouldn’t have any real time to get through the loss of the 
only person he’d ever had, but the way the world was, it wouldn’t give 
him the time. However, Alastair would give him whatever time and 
comfort he could. 2ealing with pain was something he was intimately 
familiar with.

After a few minutes, the sobs abated, and Wicker stood holding 
Alastair, his breathing deep and heavy. 

”qou okay, Wicker?L Alastair asked after a couple of moments 
passed.

”I think so,L he mumbled against Alastair’s chest. ”I’m sorry,L he 
added.
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zirst, Alastair felt frustration at the necessity to apologiOe for every-
thing, but he dampened down that reaction. It wasn’t his fault. He was 
navigating a whole new world with no experience. He didn’t know 
what else to do.

*ently, Alastair pushed him back so he could look into his face. 
”Sook, you don’t have to apologiOe about things like this. qou don’t 
have to apologiOe for existing. I know those people in Bennu probably 
said a lot of really nasty things. But it comes from fear, not from 
anything you did.L

Wicker looked up, his eyes still damp and in5nitely sad. ”Why 
would they be afraid of me? I didn’t do anything—L 

He didn’t 5nish that because the Tanner light above them Mickered. 
It was o“ for about three seconds. Each light covered about six feet, 
and they were right in the middle of its range. A three-second blink 
meant that if something was stalking them in the dark, it could attack 
if it was !uick enough. 3ery rarely did things get close to the area of 
Tanner lights, but sometimes, a creature saw something that tempted 
it too much for it to wait and watch, attacking when the moment 
came.

And it did.
Pomething thick and green grabbed Wicker’s waist and jerked him 

into the darkness. By the time the light Mickered back on, Alastair 
stood there blinking at a space where he had been a second before.

”WickerDL he shouted, trying to see past the lights.
Yne of the annoying traits of the Tanner lights was that while they 

illuminated the area, it was impossible to see beyond their light. It 
made the areas outside them incredibly dark. Alastair hated to do it, 
but he was going to have to deactivate the one over him to see what 
was going on and deal with whatever Realm creature was out there. 
Vrobably a verdant, he imagined. There were some nasty desert ones.
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He pulled out the deactivator and pointed it above him. Yne click, 
and the light was o“. Then he heard Wicker, and when he looked, 
there was a burst of electricity. He could see in the dim light now, and 
he saw the massive plant creature. It was a verdant all right. He’d seen 
this type before. It appeared as a massive mushroom that had millions 
of tiny appendages under it that allowed it to move. 2uring the day, 
when they were dormant, it just appeared as a gray mushroom with 
green vines wrapped around the stalk. However, at night, those vines 
became tentacles it used to feed the gaping maw hidden beneath them.

Wicker scrambled to get up from the ground as the creature col-
lapsed in front of him. Pparks of electricity siOOled along the body, and 
Alastair didn’t know what had just happened. Had Wicker done that? 
Was he the source of the electricity?

Wicker came stumbling back, and Alastair clicked the deactivator 
again, turning the Tanner light back on. He stepped forward and 
pulled him back into the light to look him over. *reen goo covered 
Wicker’s face and the trench coat alike. Wicker looked scared out of his 
mind, as would be expected. He’d almost become something’s dinner.

”What—what—what was that—L he gasped out.
”Hey, it’s okay, you’re okay and safe now, alright?L Alastair assured 

him. 
”It had a huge mouthDL he exclaimed. ”Po many teethD I don’t know, 

I was so scared, and it was going to eat meDL 
”I know, there are bad things from the realms, too, and that’s why 

those people were afraid of you. They can’t tell the di“erence between 
things that are bad and things that are not.L Alastair hated that he had 
to tell him all these things right there and then. He wasn’t an educator; 
it seemed fate had other ideas, though.

”I’m not like that thingDL 
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”Yf course, you’re notDL he responded. ”But people like that are 
ignorant, and they don’t distinguish between people like you and 
creatures like that.L

Wicker wiped his face, Micking green goo onto the path at his feet. 
He suddenly started crying again.

”What’s wrong now?L Alastair asked, worried that the creature had 
hurt him somehow.

”I got your coat dirty.L 
Alastair stared at him for a moment. After almost being eaten by 

a desert creature, he was worried about getting Alastair’s coat dirty. 
Alastair couldn’t help it; he smiled and reached out. He pulled him 
into another embrace and rubbed his back, goo and all.

777

Wicker walked slightly behind the man who had rescued him. His 
mind was a mess, though, and as they walked, he pulled the man’s 
trench coat tighter around him. It felt incredibly warm under the 
material. The goo from the creature that tried to eat him had dried, 
and his face and hands were itchy. His exhaustion pulled at his eyelids 
the further they walked, and his feet dragged along the concrete path. 
He actually hadn’t heard the man’s name. 

”Uh, you never told me your name,L he said, looking over at him.
The man stopped, looking back at him. ”Yh, I guess I didn’t. Alas-

tair NacNillan. I was real distracted by the mess back there. 2idn’t 
dawn on me to mention my name.L 

Wicker nodded. ”Um, thank you, Nr. NacNillan, for saving me. 
I’ll never repay you.L 

”What’s this Cmister’ crap?L 



BE3ERSq S. AJ2ERPYJ, G. zYPTER18

Unsure what he meant, Wicker froOe in place. He didn’t know 
what to say to that !uestion. Nama always said to be polite if he ever 
met someone else, and that meant calling them mister or miss. ”Uh, I 
mean, what should I call you?L 

The man sighed. ”Gust call me Alastair; there’s no need for calling 
me Cmister’ at all. In case you didn’t notice, I don’t stand on formality.L 

Wicker tilted his head to the side and really looked him over. With 
everything that had happened, he hadn’t taken the time to observe his 
savior. 

Alastair was tall, and without his trench coat, he looked strong. He 
had on a tight-5tting shirt that looked like it had circuitry woven into 
the dark blue fabric. It showed decent-siOed muscles and a 5t body. He 
wasn’t overly muscular but had de5ned ones. He wore a pair of pants 
that looked to be made of a tough material in black. Yn his feet, he 
wore a pair of heavy boots. But that wasn’t what struck Wicker the 
most. 

His face was striking. Wicker, of course, had only seen pictures of 
other people, and then the crowd that tried to hang him. He knew 
little about people at all, but Alastair had the darkest blue eyes he’d ever 
seen. zrom under the wide-brimmed brown hat, he had long, curling 
black hair that fell to his shoulders. It looked long enough to be pulled 
back if he had wanted to. His lips were wide and thick, and his nose 
was prominent and proud. In his left ear, he wore a silver ring that had 
a symbol dangling from it that looked like a triangle with a point at the 
top. Wicker didn’t know if it meant something special or not. All that 
combined with a dusky complexion made him a handsome 5gure.

Wicker felt the heat rise to his cheeks, and he gasped a little, looking 
away. Why was he staring? And why did he feel like he knew him 
somehow? He cleared his throat. ”I see. Alastair, then.L 



WASSP - VRE3IEW 19

”Gust don’t call me Al,L he muttered, turned forward, and started 
walking again.

Wicker paused for a second, then jogged to catch up with him. He 
almost said something and called him Csir,’ but he had a feeling Alastair 
wouldn’t like that either if he didn’t like being called Cmister.’

”Alastair?L he asked, still slightly behind him.
”qeah?L he said, glancing back at him for a second.
”How long do we have to go?L 
”Another few hours,L Alastair answered, not pausing in the trek.
Wicker stopped. ”A few hours.L 
Alastair turned back, then came back to where Wicker had stopped. 

”qeah, what’s wrong?L 
”Um, it’s just I’ve been up since yesterday. They didn’t let me sleep 

at all. And I don’t know that I can stand another few hours without 
sleep.L He swallowed hard. 

Alastair sighed deeply, and Wicker felt a pang in his heart. He’d 
upset him. Yr disappointed him. He didn’t know which, but he felt 
terrible about that. 

”Wicker, why didn’t you say something before?L 
Blinking rapidly, he looked up. ”I thought you would not like it. 

And there really isn’t anything to be done about it.L 
Again, Alastair sighed. Wicker felt like he had made him even more 

upset. ”0ome here a little further,L he said, gesturing to him.
Wicker frowned but followed him. He had noticed rounded ar-

eas o“ the path with some kind of small structure. Actually, he had 
thought they were guard posts or something. Alastair walked up to 
one and pressed his palm to the panel in the middle of the door. The 
seal on the door glowed red for a second, then turned green. The door 
opened from the center, both sides going inward.

”There we go, we’ll stay here for the rest of the night.L 
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Wicker followed him into what he found was a small cottage con-
taining a bed and some supplies, with a kitchen area and a door toward 
the back. ”What is this place?L he asked, looking around.

”They’re comfort huts for us. We travel a lot, and they’re placed 
along the road in case an agent needs to rest. I’m afraid there’s only 
one bed, so we’ll have to share. We generally travel alone.L

Wicker moved over to the moderately siOed bed and sat down on 
it, still looking around. ”Who do you mean? qou said, Cwe travel a lot’ 
and you came into Bennu and told them what to do and they couldn’t 
stop you.L 

Alastair nodded. ”I suppose that would be a !uestion, right? I 
mean, I don’t pull position much; in fact, I rarely assert my authority 
in cities. But I’m with the Earth 2efense Phield.L

”What’s that?L Wicker asked, frowning.
Alastair looked shocked. ”qou don’t know what the E2P is?L
”Nama never told me about that. It wasn’t in the books she had, 

either. I mean, a lot of the stu“ she taught me wasn’t all the way caught 
up. Phe’d gathered it when she was younger, so the last 5fty or so years 
weren’t in there. Phe tried to help where she could, but it wasn’t a lot 
that she knew about more than just in Bennu.L Wicker stopped. ”I 
don’t know a lot, I guess.L 

It hit him like a punch. He wasn’t ready to be out in the real world, 
not really. He wasn’t prepared. How could he survive in the bigger 
world without Nama? Phe had been everything to him, and now she 
was gone. Without realiOing it, tears had started to fall from his eyes 
again.

”Hey, now what’s wrong?L Alastair said, coming over and putting 
his hand against Wicker’s face.

As Wicker tilted his head up, his heart beat hard in his chest. He felt 
his face heat up and felt as if cold water fell over him at the same time. 
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As stared up into Alastair’s blue eyes, he wanted to get lost in them 
forever. He didn’t know what to think about what was coming over 
him, but he knew it meant something. His mouth had gone dry, and 
his stomach was aMutter with something.

”Uh, just thoughts about Nama.L He hid the fact that something 
else was stirring within him just from Alastair’s presence.

Alastair’s face softened a little, and he smiled. ”It’s tough to lose 
someone for anyone, and I can only imagine how hard it was for you 
to lose the only person you’d ever known. It’s okay to be sad, and it’s 
okay to cry. 0rying is not a weakness, no matter what others might say. 
It shows great strength to show how you feel to the world.L 

Wicker gulped, unable to articulate an answer to that comment for 
a moment. He was so very kind and so very wonderful. Was this the 
same man who had just berated an entire town without blinking?

”Jow, come, let’s sleep the rest of the night,L Alastair said. ”I’ll take 
that trench coat and put it through the laundry box.L

Arching his eyebrow, Wicker stood and removed the coat, feeling 
a chill once he did, even though the room had temperature control. 
Alastair took it and placed it in a box attached to the wall. 

”I don’t think it’s ever been that dirty,L he said, turning and smirk-
ing at Wicker. ”I want to talk more about what happened with that 
creature, but it’s late, and you need rest.L

Alastair took his hat o“ and placed it on the small table at the edge 
of the room. He ran his hands through his curls, and Wicker thought 
it was so pretty. He came over and crawled into the bed nearer to the 
wall. When Wicker didn’t move, Alastair looked at him. 

”0ome on, you need some sleep.L
Wicker nodded and got into the bed. Alastair pulled the covers over 

them both and turned onto his side, facing the wall. 
”Pleep well, Wicker.L 
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He stayed still, trembling under the warm cover. He didn’t want to 
move because he feared he would disturb Alastair. Eventually, though, 
his exhaustion won, and his eyes slipped closed. 

777

Archie NacNillian shrugged into the white lab coat as he got ready in 
his plain bedroom. He glanced around, eye falling on the white dresser 
and the white standing closet. The closet contained more lab coats and 
plain-colored clothes, mostly in grays and black. He sighed and turned 
back to the bed—small and plain like everything else—and picked up 
his pocket tablet. He turned it on and checked the data for the day. 
They predicted the weather to be warm, so he did not need a climisuit. 
He really hated them, and unless the weather turned cold, he avoided 
them.

Plipping the tablet into the chest pocket of the lab coat, he turned 
and set out for the day. He walked down the short hall past his moth-
er’s bedroom. He paused, not opening the door, and called out. ”I’m 
headed to the lab, Nother.L Jo answer came, but then he didn’t 
expect one.

He exited the apartment and entered the lift to take him to the 
ground Moor. Each apartment opened to the side, so the occupants 
entered the lift that would take them down, or up for that matter. 
This time of day, the lift wasn’t busy, so it came immediately to take 
him down. The apartments sat against the seventy feet high wall sur-
rounding the city, leaving room for eight Moors with apartments on 
each level. The wall went all the way around the perimeter of Vhoenix, 
and apartments lined it. Except for the grand entrance gate, of course. 
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Archie walked down the path as above him hover cars made their 
way back and forth. He supposed he could have taken the car, but it 
was a nice day, and he wanted to walk a bit. As he walked, several people 
acknowledged him and said hello. He knew most of the occupants 
around his home, which he shared with his mother, and around the 
lab. 

”ArchieDL he heard behind him. It was shrill, a near scream, reveal-
ing her identity.

”Phelly,L he said aloud, turning toward the woman who ran toward 
him.

The young woman followed Archie whenever she could. Phe stood 
barely 5ve feet tall and had a thin 5gure, with the exception of her 
breasts, which were large compared to her frame. Honestly, Archie 
found her aesthetically pleasing to look at, but he didn’t care for the 
way she continued trying to garner his a“ections. Phe didn’t seem to 
understand that he was not interested in her, and never would be. 
Pcience was his mistress, and no one could replace that in his life.

”Whatcha doin,’ Archie?L she said, smiling a toothy grin. 
Today, she wore a long yellow skirt and a thin, almost sheer pink 

top. Phe had some kind of tank top under it, which probably was a 
good thing. Phe wore a pair of sandals and her ever-present bright pink 
pack around her waist. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her without that 
pack on.

”Heading to the lab,L he said. ”If you’ll excuse me—L he started.
”Yh, I’ll walk with youDL she exclaimed.
Archie sighed. ”3ery well,L he muttered and turned back to the 

path, trying to ignore her presence.
Yver the next 5fteen minutes, she talked continuously. It was use-

less prattle, and Archie didn’t listen to most of it. Until she said some-
thing that caught his attention.
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”Kand Alastair left for Bennu. I can’t wait to see how they’re doingD 
2id you ever hear—L 

”What? Alastair’s gone?L Archie stopped and turned toward her.
”qeah, that’s what I said, silly. qou don’t ever listen. He went to 

Bennu.L Phe smiled coyly as if she knew she had his attention. Phe did, 
but not for the reasons she thought.

Archie narrowed his eyes. ”Jo doubt as an E2P agent,L he mut-
tered.

”qeah, I guess there was a report of some kind of Realmer in Bennu, 
so he left yesterday morning,L she said, still grinning like a fool.

”Indeed,L Archie said. ”Po, not an escort.L That put him at a higher 
degree of risk.

”Jah, this sounded interesting, if you ask me,L she answered.
”Why is that?L 
”Well, the report said it was a cool new Realmer. Po, they didn’t 

know what kind it was, but it was on two legs like a human.L Phe 
looked extremely proud of her ability to give Archie information. 

He narrowed his eyes at her. ”And how did you 5nd this out?L 
”Yh, one of the gate guards. It’s so funny, you know. Pome of these 

guys just talk a lot around me. I don’t know why, but they say all kinds 
of funny things, and most of them will answer whatever I ask them,L 
she smiled and shrugged at him.

Archie shook his head. ”I bet they do.L
He turned and headed down the last part before the path turned to 

go into the building that housed his lab. 
”0an I come watch you work?L she asked, running to catch up with 

him again.
”qeah, whatever,L he grumbled as they came to the door.
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He placed his palm in the center, and the seal showed red for a 
second before turning green. Reaching down, he pressed the button 
in the center, and the door slid open into the wall beside it. 

Phelly still talked, this time about the lab. ”It’s so cool, you know, 
ArchieD Why doesn’t Alastair ever come here? 2idn’t you say he liked 
science stu“, too?L 

Archie sighed as he walked into the open room where his project 
sat, half-assembled. Wires Mowed out of the panels like waterfalls of 
circuitry, and he knew that she would ask him about things again. He’d 
answered her !uestions many times, but she always asked the same 
ones.

”What was this thing called again, Archie? Leebs?L
Phaking his head, Archie glanced at her. ”MEBP. Muantum Energy 

Bridge PtabiliOer.L He wanted to add that he’d told her that probably 
ten times. 

”Yh, that’s right, you told me that, I just didn’t remember.L Yf 
course, she didn’t, Archie thought.

Phe walked across the clean, white-tiled Moor to the spot where the 
MEBP sat. Reaching out, she ran her hand under some wires. ”Will 
this really do what you said it would do?L 

”I hope so,L he answered, walking over to the main panel at the edge 
of the room. ”2o be careful not to pull on any of those.L 

”Yh, yeah,L she said, turned and came over where Archie stood. 
”Jow whatcha doing?L

Archie glanced at her. ”I’m checking the calibrations of the 5elds 
surrounding the MEBP.L

Phelly stood silent for a few moments, watching as his 5ngers Mew 
across the board, each tap lighting up the button before it faded a 
second later. 
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”What’s that do?L she asked, unable to resist asking another !ues-
tion, he supposed.

He turned to her and sighed again. That was getting to be a habit. 
”It will tell me if I’ve set things up correctly. If we’re going to activate 
this, things have to be in perfect alignment. I want to save the world, 
not break it further.L 

Phe nodded as if she knew what he was talking about. ”Po, when 
this thing turns on, it’s gonna 5x the holes in the sky where the crea-
tures fall through?L 

”That’s the idea,L he said. 
”2idn’t you say this kinda thing put the holes in the sky?L 
Archie closed his eyes, annoyance creeping into his voice as he 

spoke. ”The 5rst MEBP they activated was obviously mis-calibrated 
somehow. If I 5x it and calibrate it right with the !uantum fre!uencies 
necessary, I should be able to 5x the error and realign the planes like 
they should be, thus sealing the breaches.L He paused. ”I wish Alastair 
was here to look this over.L

”Alastair’s smart, too, huh?L Phelly said, rocking back and forth on 
the balls of her feet with her hands tucked at the base of her spine.

”Night be smarter than I am,L he said, sighing. ”He wastes that 
intellect on E2P. He should be here, helping make this a reality.L 

Phelly didn’t speak for a bit, then looked at him. ”2id you ask 
him?L 

Archie paused in his data entry and looked at her for a moment. ”Yf 
course. He refuses to come here.L 

Phe frowned and looked thoughtful for a moment. ”Why?L
The !uestion caught Archie o“ guard. ”He does not believe I 

should do this.L 
”Why not?L she continued to probe.
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Archie exhaled and looked at her. ”He has this idea that if we do 
this it will worsen the situation. He thinks that there is an answer, but 
it has to do with this ridiculous hypothesis that ancient civiliOations 
knew about this before it happened. I don’t believe it for a moment, 
but I cannot dissuade him from his ideas. Gust like he will not listen to 
me about working such a dangerous job.L 

”Ykay,L she said, looking around. ”I’m gonna go talk to the guards 
again, see if they know anything good. ByeDL

Phe turned and waved at him as she headed out the door. Archie 
breathed a sigh of relief. Naybe he could get some work done after all.



Chapter 
Three

A NEW CITY

A lastair woke up in the way that one wakes after a good dream. 
He felt nice and warm, and something lay heavy on his arm. He 

blinked a few times as the day lighting started coming on to match the 
dawn outside. His brow scrunched, and he remembered he had shared 
the comfort hut’s bed with Wicker. Turning his head, he realized 
Wicker had turned during the night, as had he. He now faced Wicker, 
and Wicker had turned toward him. Wicker lay on his arm and had one 
of his arms thrown over Alastair’s chest. He’d snuggled into Alastair’s 
neck.

“Oh, fuck,” Alastair whispered as his throat turned dry.
Alastair had his share of hookups over the years, but he’d never 

stayed overnight with anyone. It was usually a night of good fun, and 
then he got dressed and never saw them again. This was a Lrst. And he 
didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t get up without waking Wicker, 
and he also didn’t know how Wicker would react to such a position. 
Of course, Alastair hadn’t a clue if the move had been purposeful 
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on Wicker’s part. He shook the thought away. Why would he do 
something like that!

“Hmm, why’s it bright!” Wicker murmured in a sleepy voice. 
-till halfPasleep, he sat up and looked around, apparently not noticP

ing that he’d curled up against Alastair. He glanced at Alastair, and he 
seemed to wake up a bit.

“Oh, yeah, we’re at the hut thing,” he said. “I was so comfortable 
and slept so well.” 

Alastair’s heart raced in his chest, causing the blood to rush in his 
ears. He swallowed and wanted to tell him why he had slept well, but 
he hesitated. Wicker didn’t even know it had happened, so why change 
that!

Wicker got oY the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. Alastair 
heard the click of the shower button and the sound of the sonic shower 
coming on. He rolled his eyes and stayed where he was. Thoughts were 
running through his mind that he knew were inappropriate for the 
situation. Wicker knew nothing of social situations, and he deLnitely 
didn’t know anything about relationships with others, let alone anP
other male. 

After a few minutes, Wicker came out and smiled. “That feels so 
much better—”

“I bet. qou were a mess after that creature tried to eat you.” 
Wicker shivered. “That was so scary.”
“-peaking of that, what happened out there! I couldn’t see well 

because of the Tanner lights, but I swear you somehow made lighting 
appear and killed that thing.” Alastair sat up for himself, tapping the 
chest of the climisuit to reactivate it in automatic mode.

Wicker’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “IBI don’t know 
how it happened. It had me and it was sNueezing me really tight. I 
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knew I had to do something, or it was going to pull me into that big 
mouth of teeth. It was taller than I am—” 

Wicker stopped, getting his breath under control once more. Then 
he started to breathe faster as he talked. “Dut I ;ust held up my hands, 
and I felt a strange sensation starting at my head, and it traveled down 
my arms, and the lighting was ;ust there. It looked like a ball at Lrst and 
then it shot forward and went into that thing’s mouth. That’s when 
it kind of eUploded and dropped me.” 

Alastair stared for a moment. He had lightning powersG that was 
deLnitely not something a creature from the dark realm could do. 
They had powers, but not over lightning. That would be like a creature 
from the -torm Eealm. Out of nowhere, a sensation of his stomach 
Llling with butter9ies hit him. 

He looked up at Wicker and saw his cheeks had colored pink and 
he’d looked away. His gaze was on the small kitchen area. 

“*h, do they have food here!” he asked, turning back, face still rosy.
“They have nutritional pills.” 
Alastair’s least favorite thing in the world had to be those dumb 

pills. Well, that or sonic showers. He understood why they put them 
out in these huts, but he didn’t have to like them.

“Jutritional pills!” Wicker tilted his head to the side and frowned. 
“I’ve never heard of that before.” 

Alastair smiled a little. “qeah, you take two of them with water and 
they eUpand in your stomach making you feel full. Co try a couple,” 
he said, sliding over and out of the bed.

Wicker went over to the cabinet and pulled out the bottle. Alastair 
went over to the launder and got his coat out. He shrugged into it, 
smiling at the sensation of feeling it against him again. The coat made 
him feel ;ust like the hero in his favorite book. Then again, that’s 
where he got the idea to be a dualPwielding Lghter with ancientPstyle 
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guns. They were more than pro;ectile shots. Of course, he had had 
them made with modern technology. They were very special. And they 
made him feel like a real gunslinger. 

Turning, he saw Wicker Llling a cup with water at the dispenser. At 
least he wouldn’t be hungry the rest of the way to RhoeniU. He went 
and picked up a water concentrator, ;ust in case they needed water 
before they got to RhoeniU.

A few minutes later, they eUited the hut and headed back down the 
road to RhoeniU.

000

Wicker stopped and stared at the massive gate. He’d never seen anyP
thing like that. The walls were immense, so much higher than Dennu’s. 
The gate had two sloping towerPlike things on either side of it, with the 
gate itself reaching the same height as the walls beside it.

“It’s seventy feet tall, the walls that is.” 
Wicker turned, eyes wide. “That’s so amazing—” 
“The two sides of the gate are completely unnecessary, but the 

mayor wanted the entrance to be unforgettable. Qome on, let’s go 
up to the walking entrance,” Alastair said, leading the way through a 
milling crowd in the area outside the gates. 

As Wicker looked around, he saw some kind of market set up out 
there. -talls and people trading for items lined both sides of the path. 
“What’s all this!” he asked as they walked by the people. 

Alastair stopped and looked around. “Oh, the day market. There’s 
no room for people to set up like this inside the city, so they put a 
market out here. It’s a trader market, so they don’t take any money or 
credits. They ;ust trade uniNue items.”
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“Oh, that’s interesting.” 
An intense feeling washed over him. The walls were too close, and 

people crowded near him. Reople came walking past, almost brushing 
into them many times. He glanced around Nuickly to each side and to 
the back now and then. Telling himself to keep it together, he knew 
that Alastair would not want him to panic. It wouldn’t be good if he 
did, so he tried his best not to let the feelings get to him. He glanced 
around, eyes spotting small areas where he could conceal himself, but 
he didn’t. He wanted to be braver for Alastair. If he did well, maybe 
Alastair would praise him. He smiled to himself, realizing how much 
he would like that. His breath hitched in his chest at the thought, then 
he took a shaky breath. There it was againG that was such a distinct 
feeling in his chest.

They walked up to the massive gate. Towering over them, the gate 
looked like it had diYerentPsized openings in it, growing bigger and 
bigger as they eUpanded. In the very center, a single door sat open, with 
a man dressed in some kind of padded outLt standing with a strange 
weapon on his hip.

“Alastair, you’re back,” the man said, then his eyes landed on WickP
er. They widened, and he frowned, looking at Alastair. “*h, who’s 
this!” 

Alastair shrugged. “Wicker. Taking him to H3.” 
The man didn’t say anything for a moment. “I take it you’re vouchP

ing for him!”
Without even looking at the man, he started walking through the 

door. “What the fuck do you think, Vd!” 
Wicker stepped Nuickly after him, leaving the man named Vd beP

hind. Clancing back, he saw Vd watching them walk down the path. 
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A sudden noise surprised Wicker into ;umping and grabbing AlasP
tair. Alastair grunted at the eUtra weight pulling on him. “The hell, 
Wicker!” 

“What’s that!” he said, gasping as a giant thing that looked like a 
huge beetle began rising from the ground beside them.

It took a moment, but Alastair Lnally seemed to understand what 
he was talking about. “Oh, it’s a hover car.” 

“A hover car!” Wicker said, still clinging to Alastair. “qou mean, 
there’s people in there!”

Alastair patted Wicker’s hand where it gripped him on the arm. 
“It’s Lne, Wicker. They’re transportation. They have hover paths 
above us, see!” He pointed upward.

Wicker looked to the skies and realized there were many of these 
hover cars buzzing through the sky. Hover cars moved in perfectly 
eNuidistant lines around each other. It almost looked like a choreoP
graphed dance. They were all diYerent colors, and some were bigger 
than others.

“Wow,” he muttered.
“Qome on, let’s get to the H3.” Alastair didn’t seem in a hurry, 

though.
Wicker swallowed and nodded, letting go of Alastair’s arm and 

taking a steadying breath. “Okay, we can go.” 
Alastair nodded and led the way. They soon passed rows of apartP

ments against the wall, ;ust like in Dennu. These went up much higher, 
and some looked twice as big as the ones in Dennu. A few feet from the 
apartments, though, there were buildings in a row. Vach one was the 
eUact same as the other ones, and each door had a number on it. They 
headed toward the one with the number thirteen on it. 

“What are all these buildings with numbers!” Wicker asked as they 
got closer to it.
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“Oh these! HeadNuarters for diYerent things. TwentyPfour over 
here, more in other areas.” He paused, nodding toward the gate. “They 
put it here because we’re moving around a bunch. We leave a lot.” 
Alastair put his palm on the door, making the seal turn red, then it 
clicked to green and slid upward. 

“Welcome to the Varth Fefense -hield,” he said, smirking at WickP
er. 

They walked up to a counter where a very large man stood. Wicker 
stepped back a little when he saw him. Alastair nodded to him and 
pulled out two pistols, one on either hip. He handed them over to the 
man.

“qo, Fave,” Alastair said. “Rut them in the lock boU for me.”
“Hey, Alastair. What you got there!” Fave nodded toward Wicker 

as he took the guns.
“Oh, this is Wicker. Sast assignment to Dennu. Idiots decided they 

were going to string him up because he was a Eealmer. Sike I’d let that 
happen.” Alastair grumbled the last and shook his head.

Fave chuckled. “qou ;ust have to be the hero, don’t you!” 
“RYt, I ;ust do my ;ob.”
“Jo, I’m serious. Alastair, you’ve rescued more Eealmers than 

anyone here. They ;ust don’t put in the eYort like you do.” Fave smiled 
at Wicker. “And welcome to our headNuarters, Wicker. Anyone gives 
you any trouble, you come Lnd me, and I guarantee you they won’t 
again.” 

Wicker thought he had a pleasant smile, and he nodded at him, unP
able to talk. He’d never seen a guy who looked so imposing yet talked 
so gently. He swallowed and saw Alastair smiling at him. Immediately, 
his face started to heat. Wicker ducked his head and covered his mouth 
as he looked down at the 9oor. He didn’t want Alastair to see him 
blushing.
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“Okay, let’s go into the main room to make report.” 
“Eeport!” Wicker asked, frowning.
“qup, gotta report to the captain,” Alastair said, reaching out and 

taking his hand. This action caused Wicker to gasp at the touch. It felt 
so comforting. 

Alastair led him through what looked like a broad gathering area. 
A bar stood to the side with a woman cleaning behind it. In the area 
in front of it, tables and chairs sat with a variety of people seated in 
them. Jo one really paid any attention as they walked through until 
a redPheaded man walked up with a distinct swagger to his walk. He 
had a smirk on his lips.

“Ho, there, Alastair,” he said.
Alastair stopped, frowned, and rolled his eyes. “What do you want 

Harley! I’m going to report to the captain.”
This Harley stepped closer to Wicker and looked him over. Then, 

his hand shot out and grabbed Wicker by the chin. Wicker gasped, and 
Harley tilted his head upward, almost too far for comfort. Almost as 
fast, Alastair dropped Wicker’s hand and grasped Harley’s wrist.

“Set. Co.” It wasn’t a statementG it was a command.
Harley let go, and so did Alastair. Harley put his hands up. “Ooh, 

did I touch a nerve!”
“Seave him alone.” Alastair’s voice sounded tight and almost 

forced. 
Harley arched an eyebrow. “Him! He’s pretty enough to be a girl. 

I know what it isG you’re protective because you’re fucking him, huh! 
I heard from a couple trustworthy sources you don’t like women.” 

Wicker’s heart pounded in his chest. He lost the argument between 
the two for a bit. His mind spun in circles because that feeling he got 
around Alastair‘He looked around the room and more people were 
looking at them as Alastair continued to banter back and forth with 
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Harley. -wallowing hard, Wicker looked for an escape, but there was 
nowhere without people. -oon, his breath came in rapid pants, and 
then he found himself looking up into Alastair’s dark blue eyes. He 
hadn’t realized he’d even moved.

“Wicker, I said, are you okay!” he said in a calm yet Lrm voice. 
Alastair had put both hands on his shoulders, and Harley had left 

the area. -till, eyes were on them, and Wicker could barely put a 
complete thought togetherG his mind raced so fast. His heart pounded 
in his chest as his eyes went wide and he stared at Alastair.

“Qome with me,” Alastair said, taking his hand again. 
He led Wicker to a door on the side of the bar. He opened it, and 

the lights came on as they entered. Wicker got in, then backed up into 
the door. He slid down and sat on the 9oor, pulling his knees up and 
wrapping his arms around them tightly. His heart was pounding and 
his head felt really weird and dizzy.

Alastair kneeled in front of him and didn’t say anything for a while. 
“It’s okay,” he said in a comforting voice.

“I’m sorry,” Wicker whispered. “I tried. I really tried. I wanted to 
show you I was brave and could handle everything, but I don’t think 
I can.”

-hifting to sit 9at on his hip and pulling his legs up beside him, 
Alastair put a hand on Wicker’s knee.

“qou don’t have to be brave, Wicker. qou’ve gone through a lot in 
a few days, and you don’t have any eUperience with this many people. 
It’s no wonder you’re overwhelmed.” 

Wicker swallowed dryly. “It’s ;ust, Jama never thought I’d be 
around people. We ;ust lived our little lives the way we always did, day 
to day, and she taught me lots of things, but only a little about other 
dealing with other people. I don’t know if she was afraid to or what.” 
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He sighed. “I knew how to be around herG I don’t know how to be 
around other people.” 

“I know, Wicker, I know. And that’s okay. Jo one eUpects you to 
know everything. I’m here to help, okay! I mean, as long as you want 
me to be.” He added the last as an afterthought.

“Of course, I want you—” 
Alastair’s eyes went wide, and Wicker realized what he’d said. Jow 

that he’d said it, he couldn’t really take it back. He didn’t know what 
to do, and an awkward silence ensued for a few minutes.

“*h, well, that’s good,” Alastair said, clearing his throat and breakP
ing the silence. “I will help you as long as you want me to.” 

Help. Wicker felt a pang at that word. Was that his only interest, 
helping him!

They sat there a little longer, and Wicker got his heart and breath 
under control after a few minutes that seemed much longer than they 
were. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then eUhaled slowly. 
Sooking up, he met Alastair’s eyes and nodded slowly.

“Are you feeling better!” He put his hand on his shoulder. “We can 
go talk to Qaptain Tubman and see what he says.” 

“I think I’m ready,” Wicker said, standing up as Alastair did the 
same. 

Once again, Alastair took his hand, and Wicker swore his chest 
would burst. It felt right, natural even, for him to take his hand. Vven 
though Harley touching him had triggered a deep, visceral reaction 
in him, touching Alastair was comforting. It was as if he only wanted 
Alastair’s touch.

They walked out, and Wicker found the room had emptied someP
what, and those still there were in intent conversations over their 
drinks. Jo one even looked up as they went past all the tables to a 



DV4VESq S. AJFVE-OJ, 8. jO-TVE1K

door on the other side. Alastair waved at the top of the door, and it 
slid open.

Inside, the room looked like the oLce Jama had back home. A big 
desk dominated the room, and a man sat behind it. He had very dark 
skin, large dark eyes, and a bald head. It looked Nuite shiny, actually. 
Wicker had only seen old men who had bald heads in the books, and 
this man didn’t look that old. He would have had to shave his head for 
that. Vither that, or maybe some humans didn’t have hair.

“Hey, Qap, obviously, I’m back, and with our mystery Eealmer.” 
The captain nodded. “-trangest darkPclad I’ve ever seen,” he mutP

tered, his voice deep and rich. 
“Am I a darkPclad!” Wicker asked, turning to Alastair. 
“FeLnitely not,” Alastair muttered. “*h, sir, he’s not darkPclad. 

Aside from the hair, his veins glow like a verdant Eealmer, and he used 
lightning while we were on the way here, like a storm Eealmer.” 

The captain arched both eyebrows. “How in the world is this a 
thing! Eealmers can’t interbreed, or at least I don’t really know if they 
can, and he’s young, but not that young.”

“I’m twenty—” Wicker said, standing as tall as he could, which at Lve 
foot Lve wasn’t very tall. 

The captain’s lips turned into a slight smile. “-pirited,” he said. “-o, 
give me the run down on what happened in Dennu.”

Alastair nodded curtly. “I got there about dusk, they gave me a little 
hassle getting in that late, but they realized who I was. The guard said 
they’d Mtaken care of things’ and I knew it was bad. I went to the city 
sNuare, and they’d made ramshackle gallows, and were about to hang 
him.” Alastair smirked. “-o, I showed oY a little.”

Tubman sighed. “I’m sure you did. They’re a little backward in that 
city.” 
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“I shot the rope, easy enough for me. Cave Wicker a tumble, but 
he didn’t hang. Then the mayor started arguing me with. I think he 
genuinely believes the bullshit he says, but I think it’s ;ust fear based, 
and it’s spread among the other residents.” He paused. “*m, so I called 
a clear code.”

Tubman arched his brows. “Isn’t that a little eUtreme!”
“He pissed me oY. And the way the entire community was actP

ing, it would probably help straighten things out. -end a threePman 
teamG have them scare them into line or something. I don’t know, 
but they need a reality check about the power we hold. They need to 
know Eealmers are our ;urisdiction, and eUecution is strictly forbidden 
eUcept in eUtreme situations.” Alastair shrugged. “I think they ;ust 
need to know they should be following the very few laws we have 
worldwide.”

The captain sat Nuietly for a while, then nodded. “I suppose you’re 
right. We can’t have a local area randomly eUecuting people with our 
population the way it is.” 

He reached over and touched a button beneath a screen. The screen 
lit up with a woman’s face. -he looked pretty, Wicker thought. He 
could only see her face and saw that she had blonde hair and brown 
eyes.

“qes, Qap!” she said in a rather treble voice.
“-et up a small team for a clear code in Dennu.” 
-he nodded. “Eeason!”
“Attempted eUecution of a Eealmer, deLance of an VF- oLcer, and 

violations of world ordinances.” 
“Thanks, I’ll put it in right now. Fo you have a preference on who 

goes!” she looked away and back at the screen.
“Jo, whoever is available, please. Thanks, Qindy.” He tapped the 

button, and the screen went dark.
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“Okay, that leaves one thing.” He turned back to Alastair. “Well, 
what are we to do about him!” 

“I mean, he’s his own person, doesn’t matter where he came from. 
He’s not dangerous, and he’s been polite. He was raised by an old 
woman who never let anyone know he eUisted, so he’s struggling to 
get used to being around so many people,” Alastair said. “-o, I guess it 
depends on what he wants to do.”

Doth men looked at him then, and for a moment Wicker froze. 
What was he supposed to say! He knew only one thing. He didn’t 
want to leave Alastair. There was some kind of pull toward him he 
couldn’t eUplain, and even though he knew little about relationships 
eUcept with Jama, he wanted to stay near him.

“I want to stay with Alastair,” he said after a few moments of 
silence.

“Cuess that’s settled,” the captain said. “He’s yours.”
“Wait, what!” Alastair said, looking between Wicker and the capP

tain. “What the hell!”
Wicker’s heart clenched. Jaybe he didn’t want him to stay with 

him after all. He felt the tears prick at his eyes, and he dropped his gaze 
to the 9oor. 

“I’ll be okay on my own,” he said, not looking up.
“Wait, no—” Alastair said, dropping his hands on Wicker’s shoulP

ders again. “That’s not what I mean. It’s ;ust you’re a mystery, and I 
eUpected a Lght to take you with me.” 

Wicker looked up and met his eyes. Once again, the overwhelming 
sense of comfort and something he couldn’t name came over him. 
Fespite his attempts not to let it happen, tears leaked.

“qou mean that!” he whispered.
Alastair sighed a little. “Of course, I do. We’re in this together, 

right!”
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Wicker smiled and nodded back. “qeah.”

000

Fave walked up to the door of the captain’s oLce and waited to be let 
in. The door silently slid open, and he stepped inside. Tubman had 
dimmed the lights since Alastair and the Eealmer left. He usually preP
ferred to sit in the room and think during downtime, and only turned 
the lights on when he eUpected visitors. VUcept for Fave, of course. 
They’d been friends since before the Incident. He knew Tubman had 
issued a clear code order for the city Alastair had been in.

“What do you think!” Tubman asked him, staring to the side at the 
wall.

“I’m not sure. qou really think Harley can be trusted to know 
what’s happening!” Fave asked, sitting down in the chair in front of 
the desk.

Tubman was silent for a bit. “Of course not, Harley’s full of shit. 
Dut he did bring something to my attention that I needed to notice.”

“What’s that!” Fave asked.
“Alastair is enamored with that Eealmer, for better or worse. And 

that Eealmer is attached to him, as well. I don’t know if it’s because 
Alastair saved his life, and he’s got no eUperience with anyone eUcept 
the woman who raised him, but Alastair was pissed. Qalled a clear 
code.”

“What are you going to do! It’s pretty taboo for one of us to get 
involved with them,” Fave pointed out.

Tubman turned, a wry grin on his face. “Well, I don’t know anyP
thing about it, do you!” 

Fave smirked. “Hah, nah, boss, sure don’t.”
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“Dut that’s not the reason I didn’t insist the Eealmer go to the 
facility to be tested. -omehow, I think Alastair is going to get more 
information about that Eealmer than an entire team of scientists.” He 
paused. “Desides, it’s good to see him less grouchy.”

Fave chuckled. “qeah, you’re right there.” 

000

Alastair  left  the  oLce  without  thinking  about  what  he’d  ;ust 
promised, but as soon as they got outside, he realized what he’d done. 
He’d ;ust promised that Wicker could stay with him. Which, that 
wouldn’t be a problemBif he didn’t live in a hostel.

“-o, Wicker,” he said, turning to him. “*h, I don’t actually live in 
an apartment, but we can go where I live.” 

Wicker looked confused. “What do you mean!”
“-ee, I’m not here a lot, and when I left the apartment I shared with 

my mother and brother, I didn’t get one of my own. Actually, I think 
that apartment, all my addresses still have it as my home. Dut everyone 
knows I stay at Jable’s.” He’d been there about Lve years now, and he 
had thought nothing about getting his own place.

“What’s a hostel!” 
Alastair closed his eyes and sighed. Wicker would have no idea what 

that even meant. “-o, it’s a communal living area. It’s supposed to be 
a temporary housing thing, like when someone is between homes or 
visiting. Dut you share a living area, bathrooms, and there are several 
beds in each room.” 

Wicker nodded. “Dut I can stay there, right!”
Dlinking, Alastair felt his chest tighten. “Well, yeah, of course, you 

can. I ;ust thought you’d want to know there’s other people there.”
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“As long as you’re there, I’ll be okay.”
Alastair stared for a momentG his chest now tighter than ever as he 

looked at him. He swallowed, his throat clicking dryly. “*h, so, I’ll 
show you there.”

They walked a little while and soon came to the magPslip line’s 
station. Wicker looked in awe of the train. It amused Alastair to see 
someone so innocent about the world. He liked being the one to teach 
him things, though, and that was strange for him. 

“What is that!” Wicker asked as they came up neUt to the station. 
One train had pulled in, a smaller one with four train cars.

“That! Oh, it’s a magPslip train. It’s a frictionless highPspeed train,” 
Alastair eUplained. “This one is a commuter train. It takes people from 
one side of the inner city to the other.”

Wicker looked at him, then back at the large, tan train car beside 
them. “How do you know that!”

“It’s only got four cars. The commuter trains are shorter than the 
other ones that take people to the far side of the city,” Alastair eUP
plained. “Qome on, we’re almost there.”

Wicker followed him, looking back as the train took oY. They 
walked a little while longer. Wicker took in everything around them, 
scanning all areas as if visually recording everything he saw. 

“-o, there’s the apartments around the wall, ;ust like Dennu,” 
Wicker said as they walked. “Dut RhoeniU has a ring of buildings about 
a block away from the apartments, sitting in front of them.”

“Eight,” Alastair conLrmed. “Then inside that ring, sits another 
ring with other businesses, then you have the old city center that was 
maintained when the walls were built.”

“How big is RhoeniU, anyway!” Wicker asked.
Alastair stopped walking to think. “*h, twentyPLve miles’ radius if 

I remember right.”
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Wicker nodded, and Alastair led him up to one building. A sign of 
a bed marked this one above the door. In fancy script, it said “Jable’s 
House.” Wicker thought the sign looked nice, and they headed to the 
door, which looked like all the others with the circle in the center. 
Alastair put his hand there, and it lit red, then green, and slid open 
from the middle. 

“Alastair—” came a voice from the desk in the front. 
They both approached the desk, and behind it the darkPclad who 

manned the desk during the day stood. -himmer was his name, and he 
had been there ever since Alastair had been.

“-himmer, hey,” Alastair said, walking up. 
The darkPclad stared openly at Wicker, and Alastair knew a NuesP

tion was coming. “*h, Alastair! He’s not darkPclad, why’s he have eyes 
like one!”

Alastair shrugged. “Jo idea where he comes fromG he was raised in 
Dennu by an old lady all by himself. Cuess she found him as a baby 
back around the time of the Incident.”

-himmer tore his eyes away from Wicker and stared at Alastair. 
“*h, that’s weird, isn’t it!”

Jodding with a shrug, Alastair grabbed Wicker’s hand and led him 
into the room behind the desk. Wicker looked around as they entered 
the main dayroom. -ome of the residents sat around the holovision, 
and some had holotabs as they sat on the sofas situated around the 
room. Wicker didn’t ask anything, but Alastair saw him eUamining 
everything as they walked through.

“This is the day room. We kind of get together and play games or 
talk with each other or whatever. Well, the others do. I really don’t.” 
Alastair never really got involved with other people often.

“Why not!” Wicker asked, looking up at him.
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Alastair frowned. “*h, well, I don’t really know, ;ust never was big 
on doing stuY like that,” he said. “Anyway, follow me, I’ll show you 
the bathrooms and my room.”

Wicker nodded as they walked through. -ome people looked up, 
then back to what they were doing, but no one really paid attention 
to them. They walked toward a hallway. Alastair pointed to a door on 
either side. 

“Dathrooms. They have sonic and water showers, you can choose 
either on, or anything else you might need.” He paused and watched 
as Wicker looked at each one. “Jow, you can’t keep your stuY in there. 
There isn’t enough room, so you’ll need a carry tote for your hygiene 
stuY. Qome this way, I’ll show you my room I stay in.”

He led Wicker to the second room on the right, and this time, there 
was a number lock in the center. He tapped in the code, and the door 
opened. Inside, the room had siU beds, and he knew Lve were being 
used, including the one he had claimed. The one neUt to Alastair’s was 
empty.

“This is my spot. Jo one bothers my things, so I leave it here. 
Cranted, I don’t have much.” He patted the plain black cover he used. 
The only other thing was a white pillow. 

He pointed to a shelf behind it and a small closet neUt to it. Wicker 
walked over and looked over his shelf and into the small closet. Alastair 
also had a chest at the foot of the bed with a cushioned top, and on 
that sat a boU with an incredibly compleU lock. It was supposed to be 
unPhackable, but Alastair didn’t know if that was true. 

Alastair walked down there and used his Lngerprint, then punched 
in a code, waited a second, and punched in a second code. Then he 
put a diYerent Lnger on the scanner. The boU made a soft click and 
opened. Alastair pulled the guns oY his hips and laid them carefully 
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in the boU. He glanced over at Wicker as he closed it, then opened the 
chest and laid it inside.

“We don’t carry weapons inside RhoeniU usually. Jot unless someP
thing bad happens. Which I’ve never seen.”

He sat down on the bed and patted it beside him. Wicker blinked a 
moment, then walked over and sat down. Alastair noted he got close, 
but not too close.

“-o, what do you think so far!” Alastair asked him.
Wicker looked thoughtful for a moment. “Well, it’s a big place, and 

there are lots of people here. I mean, it’s nothing like Dennu. I’ve never 
been somewhere with so many advancements. I don’t understand how 
Dennu is so‘primitive.” 

Alastair smiled. “Well, see, we have manufacturing plants and the 
materials available to do that manufacturing. We also have researchers, 
scientists, and engineers that can do a lot of things. -maller cities don’t 
have those capabilities, and with the lack of trade between cities yet, 
they have no way to get these things from us. If a city has some good 
tech, once it breaks, it’s gone since no one can LU it,” he eUplained.

Wicker nodded, seeming to take in that information. Alastair 
imagined it was odd to see so much technology that he’d never been 
around.

“-o, what now!” Alastair said.
Wicker turned, looking up at him with wide eyes. jor a moment, 

Alastair found himself lost in their darkness. The purple almost made 
them glow, he thought. He’d never seen a more beautiful sight. He 
broke the gaze and looked away, clearing his throat.

“I really don’t know,” Wicker said as he, too, looked to the side.
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