
        
            
                
            
        

    STilled

THE STORY OF
INKLEBRAWT WINKLEHANK




Copyright © 2020 brian Estvander

1st Edition
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.
This a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


ISBN: 9798488297067




DEDICATION

3-2-1 Contact. The intro to that TV show designed my life. I watched it on a whim on YouTube a couple of years ago and instantly all of it felt familiar and made sense. The water droplet, the baby receiving a kiss on the cheek, the astronaut floating in space and the rocket propelling into space defying the physics of gravity. It all came back to me, and I felt like I was four years old again.
I remember the smell and taste of the extra buttered toasted English muffins that my mom made for me one morning. I played football in the family room with my Star Wars figures – the carpet we had was perfect for it. There were lines in the carpet that, in my young eyes, looked like every ten yards or so and so it became a football field for Luke and Darth Vader. I did have to move the new Atari 2600 that Santa Claus kindly delivered a few days ago under the rolling wooden TV stand of which 3-2-1 Contact aired.
The match striking in the intro enticed my exploration of imagination, the logs were burning in the fireplace. A fire! Time to be a firefighter! Dismissing my Star Wars football team, I put on my plastic firefighter hat and grabbed my metal Tonka ladder truck. It stood before the fire on the hearth as Luke and Darth Vader worked the charged line of water. The fire would diminish in time soaking in my fabricated and imaginary water. I can still feel the heat upon my face.
In the background, Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rapsody’ blasted from the new transiter radio from the kitchen. The fire waned then spurted anew over the next thirty minutes. But Luke and a gang mix of rebels and empire eventually put out the fire with the endearing vocals of Freddie Mercury in support.     
It is a harmonic thing. Music creates the shapes. So, cheers to music of every kind! Thanks for making us feel the mathematics and shape of something special that is insubstantial, like human emotion, though human emotion can usher the insubstantial into something physical and real, well, like what we call the Universe, which is awareness of self and the empathy of others. Or, at least, should be.
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People, Places, and Things

Plythi’i (pronounced Pl-eye-thee-eye) – A species created by humans using nanomachinery carrying the phenotypic features of a human with polydactylism (six fingers). They have psychokinetic abilities called the Plythi’i Sense. They are immortal. Created to be peaceful, empathetic conveyers and curators of all knowledge, they are programmed not to harm a living thing in malice.


Huply (pronounced hew-ply) – They are a race of human and Plythi’i. Specifically, a species of three-fourth Plythi’i and a quarter human. A full Plythi’i will breed with a hybrid Plythi’i-human.


Ply’ (pronounced Pl-eye, like PLY-wood) – An artificially terraformed world designed specifically for the Plythi’i. The world itself is a mix of bio-machinery that supports its own ecosystem and that of the Plythi’i. It is located thousands of light years away from Earth.


The Shepherds – They are a rogue group of half-breeds and humans that want to eradicate all Huply and Plythi’i and eliminate any type of artificial speciation.
Exyli’ Fin (pronounced Ex-eye-lee Feen) — The earth-like planet where the Shepherd organization was created and inhabited by partial-breeds and humans after being banished from Ply’ and Earth long ago.


Tekydi (pronounced tech eye dee)– A portal that alters space-time, transporting an individual or individuals that are touching to another location instantly. Only those with Plythi’i blood can travel through a Tekydi. Those without Plythi’i blood cease to exist.


Tsr’ Yyd (pronounced Seer Vide, often mispronounced as tears wide) – an enigmatic being or race of beings that is thought to be the keeper of the balance between nature and technology.  




Prologue





Earth: 2019 AD

On the edge of Earth’s outer thermosphere, a satellite etched with a blue and silver ZantUm Inc. icon unfolded its solar power gathering panels and awakened to operational status. Software within, triggered by a precise signal broadcast from Earth’s surface, activated the hardware of the satellite’s protective outer shell, releasing hundreds of thousands of satellites the size of aerosol droplets.
Aided by Earth’s gravity and magnetic fields, the tiny satellites spread within the thermosphere around the Earth’s circumference. Position achieved within thirty-three minutes, each satellite ejected millions of bio-nanomachines into the lower layers of the atmosphere. There, the millions of nanoscopic machines received a higher-frequency signal of near infrared-light and began to assemble, coalescing into massive but unseen strings of now-active self-assembling molecular machine bio-nanotubes in a concentrated step-like formation. The connecting bio-nanotubes continued self-assembly by harnessing and converting the near infrared light to ultra-violet light, creating their own independent power to glide amongst Earth’s clouds in an intricate net, covering the entirety of the Earth’s surface.
Unnoticed by Earth’s inhabitants, the now miles-deep latticed bio-nanohive awaited a final command.




Huply





13,333 BC, PUMA PUNKU, BOLIVIA

 
The Plythi’i female screamed.
Her legs quivered in response to the last contraction of the coming birth of her fourth child. The Human-Plythi’i hybrid newborn writhed in her womb, and she helped the newborn’s struggle by pushing and contracting her own muscles to help aid with the exit from her womb.
The Plythi’i Nurs’ ti and Sense trainer, who stood at the foot of the birthing hatch, witnessed the mother’s human-like eyes glowing a fierce blue, reflecting off her long curly blonde hair and turning it snow white. Her toned body tensed, strained, and flexed, contracting muscles that exposed rippled veins near the surface of her flawless sandy white skin along her neck and temples.
“Will she and the child be okay?” her male Human-Plythi’i hybrid partner asked the Nurs’ ti as he squeezed the birthing Plythi’i’s hand in support.
He knelt beside her as she screamed in program, not pain, for the Plythi’i mother did not know the physical feeling of true pain, only the Sense awareness of hardware circuitry and software spirit of the newly born child leaving her body.
“She will endure. Her program and the child are sound, just like her first three births. All is well,” the Plythi’i Nurs’ ti assured him.
Nesting within the womb, the hybrid felt pressure compressing his skull and shoulders, then a shocking squeeze that moved the length of his body. As he entered the world, an unfamiliar bright light shown through the amniotic fluid covering his eyes, overriding the darkness that had kept him safe for eleven months.
He began to suffocate as his lungs tried to function in the new environment until the Nurs’ ti turned him upside down and hit his butt with her six fingered hand, causing gulps of air to rush into his newly functioning lungs. He did not like it, so he screamed through the pain and for the first time, fear racked him. It soon dissipated as he began to breathe on his own and his eyes cleared enough to reveal blurred colors in the overwhelming light.
Pain struck him again as his lifeline was cut from his mother and tied off. All senses active, the sensory nerve connections overloaded his brain, jumpstarting the proliferation of neuronal synaptic connections. Familiar sounds once muffled became loud as the Nurs’ ti cleared his ears, and his initial rush of adrenal fear trickled into calmness and fatigue. Overstimulated and exhausted, he fell asleep as the Nurs’ ti handed him to his mother wrapped in a bundle of soft blankets.
The Plythi’i’s eyes dimmed to a faint blue as she held her newborn in her arms and her breathing steadied. She moved her golden locks away from her breast, so her babe could take his first feed. As she tried to nurse, he woke when his instincts told him to suckle, further dissipating the fear of survival and triggering his first meaning of love. Her coupling partner, Utyi, smiled beside her and clasped his hand gently over hers.
There was hushed silence within the oval birthing room. The interior glowed a steady white and blue from biomaterial laced within the curved walls and ceiling.
“We will call him Inklewhaat Winklestar,” the mother said, her voice vibrating with the soft static tone characteristic of all Plythi’i. The reverberating echo only enhanced their perfectly beautiful human likenesses.
“A fine name, Zayla.” The teacher of Plythi’i Sense stood by the attending Nurs’ ti at the foot of the birthing hatch.
There was a proudness within Zayla’s blue eyes, twinkling in the silver speckles of her irises.
“Inklewhaat Winklestar, meaning Cyclic Star. I like that. I’m glad you chose that name, my sweet Zayla,” Utyi said and kissed her sweaty forehead, gently rubbing his finger over his newborn son’s clasped fist. Both their eyes flashed blue in admission of joy.
Eyes shut tight by fatty newborn wrinkles, Inklewhaat breathed in and out through his nose in between suckles from Zayla’s breast. Zayla tussled his wet, curly brown hair with her thumb as her palm gently caressed his cheek. She knew his hair would turn ash blonde as he matured, just like his parents’ and siblings’ had.
“He will be essential for the hopes and dreams of the Huply, Plythi’i, and humans,” Utyi said, smile fading and eyes sharpening with seriousness.
“Yes, like his brothers and sisters,” Zayla said with a smile and kissed little Inklewhaat's head. She looked up at Utyi, moved her hand away from Inklewhaat’s cheek and gently shifted a lock of Utyi’s long silky blonde hair from his brow. Pride rushed through her as the program within created new paths of defining love—her euphoric elation indicated by the blue glow of a single half-moon tattoo on the back of each hand.
“Yes,” Utyi agreed. He grabbed her hand again and kissed it, lips meeting her blue tattoo.
Utyi’s eyebrows furrowed as he pulled away. “As we discussed, we must be steadfast in keeping the siblings apart from each other as much as possible.”
It was difficult hiding all three children from each other. Davati and Nicogti knew they were brothers, but their younger sister, Magyti, was sequestered away on the other side of the Painted Mountains, and both brothers were unaware of her. All three were unaware of the new Inklewhaat. It had to remain so. The Shepherd were hunting all four.
Utyi was still rubbing her hand. “All is prepared for when the Shepherds arrive. They will arrive,” he said, even knowing full well his words weren’t needed for Zayla’s programmed memory. “Our children must be trained in the Plythi’i Sense separately to discern their potential ability. Each will be different but only one will be the Savior for Earth and Ply’. It is already apparent that, though exceptionally bright, Davati and Nicogti are both limited.”
Zayla squeezed his hand. “The Tsr’ Yyd will warn and protect us and reveal to us the Savior. Remember, it is not clear that there only be one Savior. That is why we cross-bred. Besides, Magyti has stronger Sense than the older two. Who knows what potential Inklewhaat might hold?”
“Yes,” Utyi conceded. He only hoped that their children’s human side would not override their Plythi’i side. It was how Sean had designed them.
His brother, Uag’ ti, had failed to tame his violent human instincts and so had became the founder and leader of the Shepherds, a well-organized highly zealous group of partial half-breed’s intent on restoring humanity to its natural evolutionary roots. Their goal was to prevent all technological methods of artificial speciation and eradicate biomechanical creations, like his Plythi’i birth partner, Zayla. Like their Huply children. Like himself, a true hybrid of human and Plythi’i and supporting advocate for the mixing of Plythi’i and human traits.
“You are sure that Uag’ ti leads the Shepherds?” Zayla asked, as if reading his mind. It was a question she had sought to solve for so long and she was trapped within the finite machined emotion of being unable to obtain a clear answer. Utyi knew this would only lead to a negative feedback loop within her internal program.
Utyi nodded sadly.
Utyi placated her for a moment, gently stroking her hair. “You need not fear that I will do as my brother.”
“I do not think you will defect,” Zayla assured Utyi. Then she looked down at Inklewhaat and hugged firm her programmed belief. “Our Huply children,” she whispered.
“Inklewhaat Winklestar will be guided in Sense to the best of my ability,” the Plythi’i male Sense trainer interrupted, speaking in the same soft electronic tone reverberating with machined wisdom. The contour of his skin and imitative constructive human qualities was overly perfect, giving him the appearance of a handsome mannequin.
He had been one of the first Plythi’i created, along with Zayla’s father unit, Zabric’i. Together, along with Zayla’s mother unit, Zabya, and sister unit, Yla, they had become the first Plythi’i “family.”
Utyi and Zayla nodded their acceptance of the Sense trainer’s words. His advice and solid-programmed teaching emanated directly from the creator of the original Plythi’i, known as Sean. The knowledge of Sean was only stored on the Plythi’i home world of Ply’ in the hardware and software knowledge system known as the Plythi’i Convictions. It was a great honor to have access.
“Thank you.” Zayla smiled in renewed wonderment, and her half-moon tattoos glowed in response. “My Huply children,” Zayla whispered again.
Inklewhaat cooed while he slept peacefully in his mother’s arms, oblivious that his fate had already been set-in motion.




Me Ink





13,330 BC, PUMA PUNKU, BOLIVIA

 
Knowing I am Huply is to understand one’s Plythi’i Dighi’. I am small and fragile, therefore, I am young-human in appearance. I know I have power special to my being.
Three-year-old Inklewhaat sat cross-legged on his own personal Earth Dighi’ sheltered within an outcropping of rocks high within the Painted Mountains.
His Dighi’ was attuned to his own being and it entitled him to contemplate the understanding of the Plythi’i Sense. Every day he learned more of the Sense of the Plythi’i teachings, increasing his understanding of his own existence and Sense power. Not yet of age to be alone in his Dighi’, his mother and the Nurs’ ti sat nearby in their own contemplation, silent unless called upon.
Time is comparative, Inklewhaat projected towards his mother, his lips unmoving.
Yes, you are correct, Zayla responded, sitting crossed-legged beside him.
Then what time? Why is? There is no touch. Inklewhaat watched his mother tilt her head in thought. The motion reminded him again that, yes, this was his mother. Their similarities were uncanny. They shared the same smooth, unwrinkled, sandy-white skin, blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes that flash when stirred by passionate empathic emotion.
Zayla finally answered, Perhaps time instills the fabric of love in its entirety from its first instance at birth and changes throughout your being. You will find that time alters its pace throughout a day and can affect your emotions in a hundred ways depending on the environment you are presently in.
Maybe. Maybe time has color? Inklewhaat asked, staring at the landscape before him.
The pyramidal peaks and slopes of the mountains refracted the daytime starlight in all the vibrant colors of the visible spectrum. Pinks and greens, blues and yellows all meshed with the mountain’s grey and black rock as if a giant had haphazardly painted the peaks in blind, carefree strokes and capped them in white powder.
Perhaps. Time can be recognized by all the senses, together or separately, Zayla said.
Mother?
Yes?
Your being or love changes in time?
Zayla picked at the dirt near her ankle, crumbling and stirring a few grains between her finger and thumb. She perfectly performed the programmed mannerism, appearing to being deep in thought. Her mind answered her son.
No, my being is. It is not programmed for the true decipherment of love. Time is not comparative for Plythi’i. Time is molded and defined by the programmed Plythi’i Senses, and we try to identify as close as we can to humans.
Father? Inklewhaat asked.
Utyi’s love and being is time just as it flows through you. You are both entwined forever cyclic. In your life experience, you will be able to cultivate and embody each circumstance of being through your human instinctual emotion, adapting willingly or unwillingly.
Yours? Inklewhaat pressed again.
My love and being is stagnant, unable to change or alter. The Plythi’i are unable to cause harm to any living being. If a Plythi’i does cause harm, then we enter a stop program and shutdown, permanently. It is how the humans designed us. It is how Sean programmed us.
And what if you cause a being dead in some way but not want to? Inklewhaat wondered.
Explain so that I may learn. Zayla shifted her attention from the dirt and focused on Inklewhaat.
Inklewhaat tilted his head in thought. Let say you tell a human or Huply to kill for your own want.
Zayla shook her head. We can only imply but cannot perform such action. There is no want for a Plythi’i. A Plythi’i cannot kill in any way; we support creativity and peace and the expansion of intellect for the human and embrace the unique superior creativity of the Huply.
Inklewhaat looked at the valley below the Painted Mountains, and Zayla followed his focus. The humans had inhabited this land for epochs, establishing an advanced society by intertwining biomass of all kinds with the intricate and complicated designs of nanomachinery. War between human cultures was non-existent, most disease eradicated, and the weather mostly controlled, all thanks to the intellect of Sean, all Leader of human knowledge and teacher of Plythi’i creation.
“Can I see new blocks?” Inklewhaat asked his mother, his curiosity for engineering dominating his enlightenment of being.
Zayla smiled. “Yes, but be careful, they are not completely secure.” Zayla’s soft tone reverberated with the wind echoing upon the cliff. Turning to the Nurs’ ti behind her, she asked, “Daughter, will you monitor Inklewhaat as he explores his engineering studies?”
“Yes, mother,” Yumi answered in her own softly distorted Plythi’i voice and beckoned Inklewhaat to her side.
“Thank you, mother.” Inklewhaat giddily clapped his hands and joined his stepsister.
“Mother, remember, I take my leave today for Ply’ to join grandfather Zabric in support of the Plythi’i and Huply against the renewed rogue Shepherd uprising,” Yumi said.
Zayla nodded. “Take the newly created Tekydi for travel. It resides in Port 33. It will bring you time.”
“Yes, Mother.” Yumi put her arm around Inklewhaat but hesitated before leaving. “Mother, I have not utilized the Tekydi before. I have only seen it. I…”
“Your body is attuned to it. All Plythi’i connected to the Tekydi. And, in theory, so are the Huply, though their experience is different, and their eyes cannot see it. Utyi utilized it this morning for the first time, and he is a true hybrid, not Huply, so it is likely that any Huply, like my children, will be able to travel the Tekydi as Plythi’i do. It is not unlike our common method of travel utilizing the Arc Moonaes travel ship, though unlike the ship, the Tekydi will not takes hours to bend space-time. You will not feel anything though your awareness may disappear for moments until you arrive at your destination. Remember to envision our boncasa resting quarters within the ravine prior to stepping through and you will be taken there,” Zayla assured her.
Yumi nodded then asked, “Mother, do you fear the rogue Shepherd attack on Ply’ will be successful? I cannot make a judgment.”
Zayla shook her head. “Not enough information.”
“Will they come here to Earth?”
“Not enough information. The question you seek does not have programs compiled yet to make a logical conclusion. Let us hope for the best concerning Utyi and the newly trained Huply and their acquired Sense. Let us hope that Utyi can instill Plythi’i Sense into his traitor brother Uag’ ti and that the Tsr’ Yyd will provide balance in the conflict both on Ply’ and here on Earth.”
Yumi nodded. Her program understood the Tsr’ Yyd. It had been disseminated via the language of Sean that the Tsr’ Yyd would be the key to the Plythi’i and Huply victory over the rogue Shepherd revolt, and the key to ending this program gone awry with human emotion. It was written within the Plythi’i Convictions that the Tsr’ Yyd would provide the balance of nature between hybrid and Plythi’i.
Little else was known of who or what they were. Many doubted they even existed.
“I will see Utyi on Ply’?”
“Yes. When we last spoke, he had been intending to open the Plythi’i Convictions and establish contact with the Tsr’ Yyd, if possible, and understand their existence and intentions. He will be the first hybrid to try and do so.”
“The Plythi’i Convictions will accept Utyi?” Yumi asked.
“No one knows. Humans helped initiate the design, but the first Plythi’i to access the Convictions perfected its creation and application in the language of Sean. Designed by humans but not meant for humans, the Convictions were only meant to store Plythi’i logic and knowledge, and aid in our adaption for a peaceful truth. The Huply species was not a possibility at the time of its creation, but our hope is that because Sean was human and the Huply have human blood, then the Tsr’ Yyd will be open to revealing themselves for who or what they are.” Zayla paused to peer at Inklewhaat.
“Please be sure that Inklewhaat is secure after you escort him to The Shrine of the Half Moon while he pursues his engineering studies. Davati and Nicogti should be there helping with the construction under the supervision of the human Engintek builders.” Her program filtered an afterthought. “Also, be cognizant that Magyti may be present. Her stepmother visits during these days and sometimes brings Magyti along.”
Yumi nodded, understanding that the relationship façade amongst the siblings must be upheld as a precaution against the Shepherds. The three boys played and learned together but only thought themselves to be friends.
Only Davati and Nicogti knew they were brothers, though they remained ignorant of their relation to Inklewhaat. They had been told that their Plythi’i birth mother and human father had been killed and that Zayla had promised their parents that she would raise them. So, from their perspective, Inklewhaat was the only real living child of Zayla and Utyi, and the only Huply.
Inklewhaat pulled at Yumi’s hand trying to hurry her towards the newly constructed H-block-shaped foundation of the Shrine of the Half Moon, a place entwined with Plythi’i Sense and connected to the human-built artificial home planet of Ply’, designed for Plythi’i upgrades and study.
Inklewhaat tugged her hand again before letting go and breaking away in a skipping trot, leaving Yumi and Zayla standing alone.   
“Inklewhaat! Get back here!” Yumi called as she hurried to follow.
He ignored her, running down the mountain swishing through foot tall green and yellow ichu grass and zigzagging in between low scraggly qeuna trees and small boulders edged with scattered prickly shrubs towards the base of the mountain. Within the massive plateau that sprawled for miles until the next mountain range, the grey andesite H-blocks that Inklewhaat sought were near the banks of a huge lake rimmed with ten-foot-high golden totora reeds.
Many of the H-blocks were already firmly in place to serve as the wall perimeter for the Shrine of the Half Moon. As large as a Condor’s wingspan, two metallic silver half-moon shaped FlyNaes’i hovered silently just above the totora grass, handling the launch and docking of the flying Vecco’i Sean machines from their storage bays.
Each time a Vecco’i Sean left the FlyNaes’i, it mimicked a cell undergoing mitosis. When it docked, the FlyNaes’i swallowed the Vecco’i Sean like phagocytosis, hungry for liquid metal. The drone-like Vecco’i Sean used its eleven extremities like a giant king crab to cut, mold, shape, and shuttle andesite, basalt, and granite blocks of all sizes, directed by the human Enginteks operating them.
Inklewhaat stopped and turned back to Yumi, and yelled, “I want to see built! Up close!” He ducked as a Vecco’i Sean zipped silently just over his head.
“Close enough!” Yumi exclaimed as she caught up to him. “Mind mother’s instructions.”
“Dis here.” He pointed to the H-blocked stone wall that looked solid.
“Fine, but be vigilant, they are newly constructed and still not completed,” Yumi said, noticing two blocks being fitted together by a Vecco’i Sean close to where they stood.
Inklewhaat slowly walked towards a pristine section of the wall as Yumi stood and watched. The flawless appearance of the H blocks gave them a surreal ambiance, as if they held the meaning of existence. Though recently installed with the most modern technological engineering, he felt for some reason that the wall was pleading for help. This not stay forever. Pieces will be broke. In time. No one will know what it is. I think they will not know.
Perhaps, Zayla projected, still perched on the rock outcropping near his Dighi’. His emotional Plythi’i Sense, still uncontrolled, easily slipped into Zayla’s mind unchecked. It was extremely difficult for him to keep any one thought for himself.
Crisp, cool mountain air washed over him as a burst of wind blew his hair across his eyes. Awash with alternating shadows and light created by the clouds in the afternoon sky, the grey andesite blocks glittered, interlocked with brass bracings that acted as a temporary stabilizer while the building was still in progress. Inklewhaat saw two Vecco’i Sean’s nimbly removing the brass bracings and sealing two of the blocks together with a spark and glow of melting rock.
“Next one!” a nearby Engintek shouted, guiding the Vecco’i Sean to an unfinished location on the wall.
Peace flowed through Inklewhaat. Clear enlightenment and wonder churned with creative euphoria, increasing his desire to be a builder like the Engintek.
A small hand tugged and lightly pinched the back of his arm, disrupting his thoughts.
He turned to find a little girl a head taller than himself and about his age. He had seen her before, but only from afar. Up close, he noticed her green hazel eyes that shone above a teal qompi cloth veil covering her mouth and nose. The piercing green captured a feeling of beauty. Her shoulder-length ash blonde hair swayed from the slight wind, and she brushed her bangs away from her forehead. She bobbed up on her toes then pulled down her veil, revealing a shy grin.
“Hi.” She itched her nose, slightly peering down at Inklewhaat.
“Hi.” He looked her up and down. “Me, Ink,” he added, sticking out his chest, proud.
“No, you say ‘I am Ink,’” the girl corrected, nodding her head then smiling a coltish grin.
“Okay. I am Ink,” Inklewhaat corrected himself, pride diminished. 
“Better. I am Magyti.” The girl touched both her shoulders, crossing her forearms together in a hugging motion.
“Okay, Meganti.” Inklewhaat nodded confidently, mimicking her greeting.
She straightened, hands at her hips, and corrected, “No. Magyti.” She scowled.
“Oh,” Inklewhaat said, looking down at the dirt.
In the distant sky, a low thundering noise caught their attention as it rumbled over the mountain peaks and down into the valley. Some of the grazing alpaca spooked, heads up, while others trotted away in shaggy haste. Inklewhaat and Magyti looked up, confused, at a clear blue sky spotted with non-threatening white cumulus clouds as the rumbling stopped.
“Rain?” Inklewhaat offered, and Magyti shrugged her shoulders.
“Want to see?” Inklewhaat asked, motioning towards the wall.
“See what?”
“Blocks.” Inklewhaat firmly pointed.
Three Enginteks, along with their Vecco’i Sean, continued to add final additions on the intertwined H-block walls, shaping them with diamond-tipped power tools and cutting lasers. Other Vecco’i Sean oozed out of a newly arrived FlyNaes’i and began to shuttle equipment and material, continuing their orchestrated dance of construction.
“I will make blocks like these but smaller.” Inklewhaat slapped his little hand on the face of the wall. He smiled whimsically. “Do you want to try and climb?”
“It’s dangerous,” Magyti said, shaking her head.
“It okay, watch,” Inklewhaat said confidently, positioning himself at the base of two H-blocks stacked end-to-end and preparing to climb.
“Ink, no!”
Ignoring Magyti, he climbed up the stacked H-blocks nimbly, cutting his fingers on the razor-sharp edges.
Reaching the top—three meters above the ground—he extended his arms to the sky. “See! Excellent and beautiful!” Another rolling boom in the distant sky punctuated his euphoria.
“Get down!” Magyti yelled.
Inklewhaat gazed at the horizon once more, the wind tussling his hair and kissing his cheeks, before climbing back down, cutting his fingers again on the blocks. He stood beside Magyti with a proud smile, wiping the paper-thin cuts of blood on his pants.
“Hey, Inklewhaat!” Davati called from across the site. Ink and Magyti turned to see him standing next to Yumi and his brother, Nicoti, at the entrance to an andesite building known as the community compound. Davati began walking towards them, his brother Nicogti trailing behind him. Yumi stayed where she was, frowning.
“Who are they?” Magyti asked.
“My friends and Nurs’ ti,” Inklewhaat explained.
Magyti raised an eyebrow. “You still have a Nurs’ ti?”
“So?” Inklewhaat raised a defensive chin, and Magyti giggled.
“Hey, Ink. This is really something, isn’t it?” Nicogti asked, arriving next to them and standing back to take in the structure, hands on his hips. He swiped his long ash blonde hair down his back. “All built within a few days. The Plythi’i really did justice to human thought and creativity,” he added.
“This is creativity at its peak,” Davati agreed, joining them. “But do not go up there again, at least not until it is completed. Your Nurs’ ti says so.” Davati motioned with his thumb over his shoulder at Yumi.
“Wow! The blocks are spaced less than one one-thousandth of a millimeter apart,” Nicogti exclaimed, reading the data from a specification-measurement device he was using on two blocks fitted side by side.
Inklewhaat shifted to a bold stance. “I make better. In future, I make pieces one piece and use time-space to help,” Inklewhaat said, working his little fingers in a swirl, and slapping his hands together for added effect. “I will be great Engintek!”
“If you say so, Ink.” Davati laughed, then motioned to Magyti. “And who are you? I’ve seen you around before…”
“I’m Magyti.” 
“Hello. I’m Davati, and that is my brother Nicogti over there, checking the measurement of the blocks.” Nicogti waved over his shoulder, busy testing another location on the wall in front of him.
Davati smiled. “This is our little friend, Inklewhaat.” Davati put his hand on Ink’s shoulder. “Nicogti and I watch over him every now and then when his Nurs’ ti is unable to. He's like a little brother to us.”
His crystal blue eyes sparkled as he squeezed Inklewhaat’s shoulder. The two boys standing side by side seemed like mirror images of each other. The wind did not tussle Davati’s hair cut close to his scalp like Inklebrawt’s whose hair flapped in the wind, and his frame was more mature and firmer in muscle.
“You don’t live around here, do you? In Puma Puti’, I mean,” he asked Magyti.
“No, I’m on a visit. I live on the other side of the Painted Mountains in Tuma Kuti’.” She pointed.
“I see. Well—” Davati was cut off by another thundering boom in the distance.
“Hey! Same measurements on this…” Nicogti stood up. “What was that?” he asked, looking up at the sky. “Was that what we heard when we were inside the compound?”
Davati looked at the sky, shading his eyes with his hand. “I don’t know. Louder out here though.”
An uneasy silence and palpable pressure filled the air. Near the children, two of the Vecco’i Sean fell to the ground with a thud, slumping like liquid metal spiked with protruding rods amid a puff of red and white dust. The Enginteks stood, befuddled, as more Vecco’i Sean began dropping all around the complex. The half-moon shaped FlyNaes’i nearby slowly veered away in a wobble, like a gelatinous olive, precariously holding itself together.
Davati’s and Magyti’s hair started to rise from static build-up.
“Look at your hair!” Inklewhaat pointed to Magyti. He felt his own hair stand up and wiggled his eyebrows and ears.
“These blocks have magic!” Inklewhaat announced confidently, confused by the tingling about his face and head. Then he noticed Magyti staring over his shoulder. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. The children followed her gaze to the sky high above the Painted Mountains as another thunderous boom sounded and fireballs seemed to crash over the horizon.
Inklewhaat stood in amazement.
A burst of air rushed across the land, whipping through their clothes, and crashing against the H-blocks. The few scattered clouds near the peaks appeared to puff and spread as fireballs screamed towards the planet, puncturing the atmosphere with a multitude of distant sonic booms. Some of the falling stars grouped, flattening their flight, and zipped towards the Shrine of the Half Moon.
“Inside, kids, now! Shelter! All of you!” Yumi screamed standing in the doorway of the community building. She started opening the large double doors.
“Go! To Yumi!” Davati tugged at Inklewhaat and pushed Magyti as Yumi waved from within the opened doors.
The crowd had started pushing past Yumi towards the safety of the compound, though many stood frozen across the plateau. Nicogti backed slowly away from the wall, watching transfixed as the firestorm dropped low to the Earth, forming individual silver metal cylinders the size of large stone obelisks. The rounded fore of the cylinders began to pulse silent silver streaks like dotting lasers that pummeled the surrounding buildings, newly constructed walls, and bystanders in a scatter of exploding dirt, rock, and flesh.
Inklewhaat ran to keep up with Davati but stumbled and fell, saving himself as a silent silver streak passed overhead and struck Magyti, shattering her body into bits of flesh and internal nano matter that puffed into black dust, ending her last cracked scream. Inklewhaat watched her teal veil float slowly to the ground.
“Run!” Yumi waved again near the doors. More of the flying cylinders rushed overhead, continuing with their indiscriminate strafing, silent but for the rush of air as they blew past.
Inklewhaat turned away from Magyti’s remains and looked at Nicogti, who had finally started to run, trying to catch up. He only made it a few steps from the H-block wall before his torso shattered in bright silver light, his legs continuing to move, before twisting and falling to the ground in a tangle, wisps of smoke rising from his hips.
Inklewhaat gasped, scrambled up, and cranked his tiny legs faster towards Yumi and safety. Davati had reached the entrance unscathed; he turned and waved towards Inklewhaat. Just as Inklewhaat entered, a silver blast cut a hole the size of Ink's head above the entrance. Yumi grabbed him by the shoulder and tugged at Davati’s arm, tripping them all backwards in a tumble.
“Into the tunnels!” Yumi ordered, and they pushed their way inside with the mass of hysterical people.
“Who? Why they do this!” Inklewhaat cried out.
On the rock cropping near Inklewhaat’s Dighi’ tucked within the Painted Mountains, Zayla stood from her meditation, her eyes flaring blue in programmed horror.
“We are too late. The revolt reaches Earth,” she whispered.
The Shepherds had arrived.
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13,330 BC, PUMA PUNKA, BOLIVIA

 
The hexagonal foyer, lit by teal, fluorescent torches, echoed with panic and discord. It was barely large enough for the crowd of twenty people. A single doorway at the rear of the room led further into the community building.
“Close the doors!” someone shouted. An Engintek pushed against the large metal doors with all her strength. Two others joined her.
“There are still others out there!” one man screamed. The smooth grey andesite walls shook from the random blasts on the surface.
“Sean help us!” a woman pleaded, huddled on her knees in a corner, hugging her young girls close.
Yumi crouched next to Davati and Inklewhaat, placing a hand on Davati’s shoulder. “Follow them to the Benison room but veer off to Port 33 prior to the entrance. The others should not know of it.” She pointed towards the rear doorway where people were jostling to fit through all at once.
Davati nodded with a knowing stare and grabbed Inklewhaat’s hand.
“Go,” Yumi said, but her order was not required as Davati was already moving, dragging Inklewhaat behind him through the current of escapees.
Yumi moved to help close the exterior door, pushing past two of the men and using her Plythi’i strength to shove the door nearly shut. Before it could latch, a groping hand shot through the remaining gap.
“No! Please help!” a voice begged. Yumi pulled the door open and yanked the man inside like a rag doll. He stumbled to the ground.
“There are more out there!” he gasped, heaving and wild eyed.
“No! Lock the door!” a female Engintek pleaded.
Yumi reached out with her Sense; her Plythi’i power told her the Engintek was right to be cautious. She pushed the door shut in one fluid move, and her eyes began to glow with an intense blue that matched the sudden flash of blue-white light along the seam of the door and wall. The seam rippled then meshed the metal to stone, sealing the door. Her eyes dimmed to a faint glow, then faded completely.
Yumi spun, leaning her back against the door, strength depleted from her use of Sense. She caught a last glimpse of Davati leading Inklewhaat by the hand before they disappeared through the rear tunnel.
“Thank you, Plythi’i, thank you!” The man who Yumi had pulled inside stood a hand’s span from her face. He was a head shorter, and he looked up at her, expression a fearful wreck.
“Have you seen Tito?” he asked.
Yumi blinked and shook her head. She was about to respond, but the man spun and hurried away, calling for Tito. She watched him slog through the crowd with his odd, hurried stride, like a toddler on a sandy beach, unsure of his own step. Yumi thought his footwear unusual—not the laced sandals that most people wore. They looked familiar, but not entirely correct.
Yumi realized that the young human Engintek woman was still next to her, braced against the door.
“The door is sealed. Go, follow the others.” Yumi gestured and the Engintek nodded, eyes wide with fear, before disappearing into the escaping crowd.
Yumi’s thought turned to the man again. Something about his manner was off. The way he had been shouting for Tito was strange—as if he was following a program he didn’t know. She had never heard of anyone named Tito, and Yumi remembered all the humans she had met. Her Plythi’i being did not allow for memory to be dumped into non-recyclable registers. Though she could program memory loss, she would still be aware that she had deleted the filed information and would never lose the data.
She caught a glimpse over the crowd as the man reached the rear tunnel.
Yumi fought through her instilled Sense fatigue, willing her legs to follow.
◆◆◆
 
“Nurs’ ti Yumi?” Inklewhaat asked Davati as his friend led him by his tightly clenched hand.
“She will follow. Come, quickly now,” Davati called over his shoulder and over the screams, pushing past a woman who was struggling to maintain a tight grip on her two children.
“Where are we going?” Inklewhaat squeaked.
Davati did not answer. His pace increased as a brief path through the crowd presented itself. Almost there. He could see the unlabeled door for Port 33 just up ahead. Everyone was passing it by, thinking it only a purposeless door to nowhere—perhaps a janitor’s closet. Davati and Inklewhaat were steps away, they had the door within their grasp, but before Davati could pull them to the side, the tide of humans had carried them past.
“Wait—” Davati stopped abruptly, shoving another woman aside and knocking down a child the same age as Inklewhaat, but the crushing tide of terrified people was too much, edging them both against the wrong wall of the tunnel, and Davati couldn’t reach the door.
A female Engintek approached, followed by the man Yumi had saved. The woman swept passed, but the man stopped in the hallway. Spotting Davati, the man walked a few steps closer with a grim stare.
“You fit the description nicely,” the man said through a sudden grin. He pulled a pistol out from under his clothes.
Inklewhaat grabbed Davati’s forearm and tugged. Davati put his hand over Ink’s to stop him.
“Yes. Huply freaks,” the man whispered, then raised the weapon. “It’s time to die!” he shouted as a silent silver beam flashed from the pistol, just missing Davati’s head and cutting a neat hole into the andesite wall behind him.
Davati pushed Inklewhaat towards the entrance of the Benison room. “Go now!” he yelled.
The Shepherd fired at Inklewhaat but missed, blasting two more holes in the wall just as Inklewhaat entered the Benison room with the surge of bodies.
Davati was trapped. He looked at the door to Port 33 and the awaiting Tekydi, only a few steps away and out of reach, then back at the man.
He strode closer, menacing, and followed Davati’s gaze to the door.
“Go ahead and try, Huply,” he said, reading Davati’s intention. “You won’t make it, and I will find the little runt of a friend after you.”
Both waited, unwilling to make the first move. Davati tried to think. It was clear the man intended to kill him and Inklewhaat. Was he a Shepherd? Where was Yumi? Had this man already killed her? Perhaps Davati could make a deal with this man that could allow for his own escape. Davati could not leave Inklewhaat alone, but surely, he had escaped and would be safe?
The man nodded to the Benison room, then tilted his head slightly. “I know where they are going,” he waved his pistol towards the fleeing crowd, “But what is behind this door?” he asked, motioning to Port 33.
“A Tekydi,” Davati answered.
He could not lie. It was a flaw he had acquired at birth. His Plythi’i side would not allow for a lie and his human emotional side could not override his Plythi’i logic. The other siblings did not have this flaw, only Davati.
“A Tekydi?” the man asked.
Davati nodded.
“That will do nicely for my Shepherd friends.” The Shepherd smirked and raised his weapon at Davati just as a bright blue light sparked behind him. A dull oscillating throb echoed through the hallway as an unseen force blasted into the Shepherd's back, knocking him to the floor. The shocking impact of Plythi’i Sense forced the pistol from his grip, and it clattered to the ground. Behind the prone Shepherd, Davati saw Yumi fall to her hands and knees.
Davati ran to snatch the fallen weapon, but as he reached for it, the Shepherd, though beaten and shaken, gripped Davati’s ankle and yanked hard, pulling him to the ground beside him. He grappled with Davati, pinning him while grabbing the weapon with his free hand. He wrestled Davati to a standing position with the pistol to his head, turning to face Yumi.
“Nice try Plythi’i,” the Shepherd snarled.
“Stop!” Yumi could only whisper, depleted of strength.
“No. Take me to the Tekydi or the little Huply dies.” The Shepherd pushed the muzzle of the weapon against Davati’s head.
Yumi nodded and pointed to the unmarked door.
“I see, well—” the Shepherd broke off with a horrid scream, releasing Davati from his grip and covering both his ears with his wrists. Blood dripped from his nose and he screamed again, stumbling back in agony.
Little Inklewhaat stood in the Benison doorway, head bowed, arms stiff at his sides and eyes glowing a bright blue.
“You! Stop!” the Shepherd shouted, removing one of his hands from his ears and pointing his weapon at Inklewhaat and firing blindly. One of the silver rounds connected, knocking Inklewhaat to the ground. The Shepherd fell to his knees, blood oozing freely from his nose and his ears.
Yumi found strength and gathered herself from the floor, reaching Davati.
“Come on!” Yumi gripped Davati by the arm and tugged him towards Port 33.
“Ink!” Davati pleaded. But he knew Inklewhaat would not make it—the convulsing of his body confirmed that.
Yumi pulled hard on the inset handle of the door and stepped through with Davati in tow. The Tekydi was a few steps inside.
She tugged again at Davati but lost her grip as Davati cried out and stumbled, falling limp to the floor. Yumi could not stop her momentum and the last thing she saw was the dying Shepherd pointing his weapon at the Port 33 entrance before she fell into the Tekydi and disappeared.
Her last thoughts as she fell into safety were of the Huply children she had failed to save from the Shepherd attack.
◆◆◆
 
Zayla felt it. Her children were gone.
At first, frantic and consumed by programmed emotional fear, she had tried to climb down the side of the mountain to reach them, but gradually logic regained control and she had accepted her loss.
There would be another chance if she and other Plythi’i survived and, most importantly, if her home world of Ply’ was able to defend itself. The children would be reborn again, cycled as many times as it took to defeat the Shepherd and lead the Plythi’i and Huply species to salvation. There would be more time.
Zayla turned and fled into a tunnel that led deep into the mountain, connecting with the Shrine of the Half Moon industrial complex in the valley below. The entire valley was honey-combed with tunnels for transportation and the funneling of water—she knew many of the humans would enter the community building and head for either the lake or the main tunnel that ran under the Painted Mountains. But anyone unfamiliar with the routes could be lost for weeks or months. Walking confidently through the dark, she chose a different tunnel that branched deeper into the mountain.
Suddenly, echoing down the tunnel, Zayla felt Yumi’s Sense projected in a desperate flash. Just as quickly, the connection was lost. Either Yumi had been terminated or had left for Ply’. Zayla knew just how capable and strong Yumi was, and it was most likely that she made it to the Tekydi within Port 33.
Zayla could not feel Sense from her children. A brief flash of programmed human sadness rose within her before dissolving into robotic logic.
There was one more Tekydi hidden within the mountains, and only she and Utyi knew of its location. Walking down multiple tunnels deeper and deeper into the mountain, she broke past a sudden glare of bracketed teal lights until she reached a rock outcropping hanging above her head. She jumped, grabbed the ledge, and pulled herself up.
Taking two steps towards the cavern wall, Zayla disappeared.
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13,330 BC, PLY'

 
Zayla appeared in the ravine suddenly and silently, with no warping of ground or air.
“Mother!” Yumi lay with her back against the embankment of the ravine a few yards away. Above the ravine, Zayla and Utyi’s boncasa floated.
“Mother,” Yumi said again, this time without programmed emotion. She clutched at her leg. Her thigh was bleeding and damaged. A neat circular hole in her shoulder matched the one in her leg.
A clicking pop from Yumi’s healing shoulder greeted Zayla as she knelt beside her, and Yumi gasped at the simulated pain. The wound closed, unblemished tissue regenerating as the invisible nanobots worked with their synthetic tissue repairs.
“Fine then?” Zayla rested a hand on her arm.
Yumi’s nod was punctuated by snapping cracks in her thigh and a twist of her shoulder. She let out another high-pitched gasp.
“It will pass,” Zayla said.
“Yes, mother.” Yumi tried to regulate her breathing.
Zayla took in her surroundings. This side of Ply’ was in its dark cycle due to its tilt and placement in orbit. The two moons sky hung close together in the night sky, both about to cycle full, indicating the approaching light cycle.
She watched as bright white light flashed across the sky, casting eerie shadows to dash and weave over the silhouetted horizon of the tree canopy. The Shepard craft left the inner atmosphere with a rumbling boom. They were several miles away. Zayla tilted her head in thought. But they were leaving?
The landscape of Ply’ seemed calm, at least in this area. Her boncasa floated in the ravine untouched. It resembled two large floating vertical ovals like a sideways hamburger and emitted a teal fuzzy glow. The exterior was the size of a single-room log cabin, but the interior could be infinitely larger. The silver grass covering the landscape twinkled from the moons’ light. None of the artificial fauna that supported the life and geology of Ply’ whispered or beeped. It was silent.
Behind the Tekydi and across the other side of the ravine where Yumi lay, two dead Shepherd lay face down on the embankment, killed by weapon fire—Zayla could see the evidence on their backs. The wounds were not healing, which meant humans or half-breeds. They were the only sign of the battle.
“Tell me,” Zayla said finally.
Yumi steadied herself on her undamaged leg. Her wound was nearing the middle of the regeneration process.
“Earth or Ply’?” Yumi asked.
“Begin with Ply’.”
“I arrived in the middle of a skirmish between a few hybrids from Ply’ and a squad of Shepherd. I was hit by one of their hand blasters almost immediately, and my use of the Sense on Earth had already greatly depleted me. The Shepherd squad were mostly exterminated, but a few retreated.” Yumi pointed towards the two dead Shepherd. “A few Plythi’i hybrids from Ply’ followed to hunt them down, though I couldn’t identify who they were.” Zayla nodded but did not look again in the direction of the bodies. Her eyes remained fixed on her daughter unit.
Calculating, Yumi continued with the story of her arrival. “For several moments, an atmospheric battle ensued above, and it appeared most of the Shepherd transport and blaster ships were damaged or destroyed. They, too, began to retreat.” She looked behind her, noting the vertical flashes in the sky. “They do so even now.”
Her leg gave a strong twitch, stiffening at the knee then popping back in place with a dull thump, allowing her to regain a normal stance. She grimaced.
“From what I processed, the Shepherd were after the Plythi’i Convictions. The Undicon structure that contains the Plythi’i Convictions is sound and un-breeched.”
Utyi? Zayla projected.
I have not seen him. Mother, please, speak. My Sense is depleted, Yumi pleaded.
“I apologize.” Zayla looked towards the ground briefly, then met Yumi’s eyes again.
“Mother, I—it is difficult for me at this time,” Yumi said, features lined with confusion as physical discomfort mixed with an odd feeling of emotional discomfort.
Zayla nodded in recognition and focused on her thoughts. Destroying or manipulating the Convictions could have negative consequences for not only the Plythi’i but also Ply’ itself. She spared a moment to wonder: had Utyi successfully accessed the Convictions? Had he been able to communicate with the Tsr’ Yyd?
She was brought back to the present as Utyi himself jumped down the ravine’s edge and over the two Shepherd bodies. As he approached Zayla and Yumi his steps disturbed the silver spores from the pink Loodi flowers that decorated the silver grass, giving the landscape a sparkling sheen.
“Zayla?” Utyi came to a stop in front of her and grabbed both of her hands.
“Utyi. You are well,” Zayla said.
“Yes.” Noticing Yumi, he said, “Why are you here? What of Earth? I was planning on returning immediately as I heard talk of it being attacked as well.”
“Utyi.” Zayla squeezed his hands tighter. “The Shepherd attack on Earth is ongoing. They struck in force at the Shrine of the Half Moon.”
“The Shrine?” He looked at Yumi again then darted his eyes around, searching for the children.
“They are not here. They have been stilled, on Earth.” Zayla would not lie about them being still. She did not think he would understand the truth in her words otherwise.
“Then I will return in force to Earth,” Utyi said firmly.
Utyi was already walking down the ravine. His children. He knew what Zayla meant. They were dead.
The Shepperd had been repulsed here on Ply’. He wondered how many more had lost their lives on Earth. 
“Utyi, wait. We will follow.” Zayla started to walk, then stopped when Utyi turned to look at her.
“How? I am using your Tekydi. It would be best to have the other Tekydi here on Ply’ for backup. Stay here and see to the Plythi’i Convictions.”
“What will you do?” Zayla asked.
“Save the Earth.” Utyi stepped into Zayla’s Tekydi and vanished.
Zayla thought of the fate of their Huply children. He would see soon enough.
Yumi grabbed her mother unit’s hand and stood beside her.
“I am sorry, Mother.”
“So be it,” Zayla said.
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STILLNESS DAY MINUS 5, PAWTUCKET, MA

 
The retro ragtime cover band finished setting up on stage at The Met, while an eager crowd awaited the night’s show of tunes and rhythms of the 1920s to 1940s.
Most sported the style of the late 1920s. Men charmed women in well-tailored pinstriped suits, colorful silk shirts, handkerchiefs, and even a few fedora hats. Suspenders, bow ties, and patent leather shoes completed their look. The women sparkled in beaded dresses and bobbed hair, depicting the prim and proper mold of Victorian ideals while exuding a free-spirited aura.
Standing at the microphone on stage and radiating youth, Maggie Henderson electrified the crowd with smiles, waves, and a few well-placed winks that were answered with whistles and hoots. Her silver beaded dress showed her bare thighs and matched her layered pearl necklaces.
“Are you all ready?” she yelled to the crowd, blowing a kiss and tucking her blonde bobbed hair behind her ear.
“Yes!” More whistles followed their answering shout.
“You all going to ankle around or are you gonna dance!?”
“Dance! Dance!” the crowd bellowed.
“Here we go!” Maggie spun in her white t-strap heels and pointed to the drummer. “Hit it, Sean!”
Drumsticks clacked on the edge of a snare drum as Sean tapped the rhythm for the opening of ‘Dispossessed’
by Nellie McKay as Maggie began singing the opening lyrics, voice lively and exuberant.
The drummer paused his beat, rolled his sticks across the snare drum, and slammed a pop to signify the start of brass. The crowd began dancing with a fervor as Maggie kicked her leg up in the air and spun, ushering the cadence of swing dancing.
Maggie twirled and her beaded dress whirled in a cyclone around her waist. The chorus rose to a crescendo, brass instruments blasted, and the trumpets soared as the crowd danced to the intensified beat.
While the saxophone kicked into a solo and Maggie danced and twirled, a young man in his late twenties stopped his original 1970s Schwinn bicycle outside the front entrance of The Met, listening to the faint echo of music inside. He pushed his glasses up with his pointer finger and looked up at the night sky. The red giant Betelgeuse that formed the foot of the constellation Orion shone brightly. A slight smile formed at the corners of his mouth, and he adjusted his grip on the handlebars. The laughter and music from inside grew louder. His smile faded, and he looked down, knowing their euphoria would not last.
Inklebrawt Winklehank looked at Betelgeuse one last time, then began to pedal towards his apartment in North Attleborough beneath the clear night sky.
Inside, Maggie sang the last of the lyrics, arms waving above her head, finishing the song with a resounding accompaniment from the crowd below.
“Woohoo! Thanks for coming out tonight!” Maggie yelled as the music ended. She replaced the microphone on the stand and brushed down her dress and perked up her hair. Pointing at a couple soundly kissing in front of the stage, she proclaimed, “The bank’s closed, you two!”
A few people laughed, and Maggie smiled. “Seems like you don’t have to worry about an icy mitt from your man, huh?” she asked the girl. The girl only put her hand on her man’s chest.
“And don’t be such dew droppas! Dance like you mean it the rest of you! Okay, here we go for another one!” The band quickly burst into action, Maggie leading the way with a high swing tempo.
◆◆◆
 
An hour later, in her dressing room, Maggie plucked a feathered moon pin from her hair and blotted her lipstick with a tissue several times. Tranquil green hazel eyes peered back at her in the mirror. She shook her head to the side, blowing rogue ash-blonde strands of hair from her eyes, and tucking the rest behind her ears.
She enjoyed her little side gig, if only to be someone else for a little while. The band had steadily gained popularity among the local community this last year, and they performed weekly shows all over the area. On stage, she was the lead for Maggie and Her Cyclones: wild, outgoing, and carefree. But if anyone thought her stage persona was the real Maggie, they would be wrong.
In daylight, she was Maggie Henderson, Ph.D. graduate of Chemical Engineering in Material Science with an emphasis on self-assembling molecular machines at Cornell University, and probationary post-doctoral student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Though she drew the attention of most men, her shyness and muted behavior made her seem uninterested, and her simple beauty kept most of them at arm’s length, only the very brave or inebriated had the courage to ask her out or even speak to her. Consequently, she did not have the best options to choose from.
Currently, and unsurprisingly, she had landed herself the crown jewel of potential bad choices. She knew he would be waiting outside for her, beaming with confident bluster and full of promises to please her in ways she could never imagine. He would be right in that respect. He treated her well but was always pushy in the exploration of her body. Sometimes, she welcomed it, this physical craving of brief pleasure.
Her father would not likely approve of this current choice, and he was never shy about voicing his opinion. He had cautioned her relentlessly about relationships, but he had hardly been present during most of her adult life, only visiting when it suited him. She couldn’t know what her mother would have thought. She had been killed when Maggie was a baby, and with no siblings, she was alone.
“Maggie, Maggie, Maggie,” she whispered to herself, hoping that by saying her name three times she would summon a superhero character from her reflection. Of course, none came. Sighing, she finished wiping away the makeup and changed, becoming the everyday Maggie Henderson.
Locking the dressing room door behind her, she walked down the hallway to the back door of The Met, her teal Puma sneakers echoing with an occasional squeak in the empty hall. She adjusted the bag on her shoulder carrying her performance outfit and the heels that made her feet swell. She thought of how many people had walked this corridor with sentiments of realized dreams or crushed hopes. For her, this hall meant leaving a place of make-believe where she could weave her own fate for a brief time. The approaching outside world was the opposite.
Outside, in the darkened alley, her crown prince greeted her, leaning against graffiti on the brick wall smoking a cigarette.
“Hey! There she is!” Tim Gritmuff yelled, throwing his cigarette and crushing it into the ground while exhaling the last puff nonchalantly.
“Hey, Tim,” Maggie greeted him, pulling the door shut behind her.
“How was your show?” he asked, walking over.
“Dazzling!” Maggie answered with a bit of sarcasm and forced a smile.
“Oh, come on. I bet it was a good show. You’ll probably cause a few unwanted wet dreams tonight.”
“Ew. Gross.”
“Well, it’s probably true.” Tim chuckled, but Maggie’s unamused stare killed his attempt at light flirting.
“Look, just kidding.” He rubbed her shoulder softly. “Yeah?” he asked, bending to her height, leaning in, trying to fix his eyes on hers.
Maggie let him make eye contact. His brown eyes were soft and confident. Any girl could dive into those eyes and get lost forever. His square jaw and perfectly combed brown hair seemed modeled after a Ken doll.
Maggie relented with a performed half-smile. Tim leaned for a good kiss, which Maggie returned automatically.
“Come on, Bun,” he said, pulling away and offering to carry her bag. “Let’s go have some fun.”
Maggie nodded. Tim put one arm around her and slung her bag over the other shoulder and smiled as they slowly walked together down the alley.
“You know, I got to see some of your show towards the end. You guys are good.” He smiled, squeezing her shoulder, and pulling her closer.
“Thanks.”
“How do you do it?” Tim asked.
“Do what?”
“Waltz around on stage like a rock star and then turn it all off with your studies. I mean, look at you.”
Maggie raised a questioning eyebrow.
“I mean, just a few minutes ago, you were Maggie, the rock star, now…”
“Now?” Maggie asked sharply.
“Well, now you look like the definition of a wallflower.”
“Gee, thanks.” But internally she acknowledged his description of her own appearance was accurate. Loose-fitting jeans flapped around her ankles as she walked, and her cream and blue hooded jacket looked more like a fisherman’s uniform than a fashion statement.
“No. What I mean is: you are beautiful, smart, funny. You have a punny sense of humor.” He smiled at his own wit and Maggie rolled her eyes. “I mean, anyone, guy or girl for that matter couldn’t miss your outward beauty.” He shrugged. “I didn’t.”
“Well, thanks.”
They stopped in front of a new black Toyota truck parallel parked near the entrance to the alley. Pulling a chain of keys from his pocket and tossing her bag in the back, Tim pressed the button, and the truck unlocked, lights blinking.
“This is your truck?”
Tim shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah. Pretty cool, isn’t it?”
“When did you get this?” Maggie asked, putting her hand on the front hood, tracing her fingers across the flawless paint.
“Remember that deal I said my brother and I thought would maybe go through? Well, it went through, and we both made a lot of money.”
“It’s nice.”
“Yep. Big-time business deal!” Tim said proudly.
“Compliments your new shiny shoes,” Maggie pointed out.
“Heh, yeah, I guess so,” Tim agreed, lifting his foot, admiring the black Salvatore Ferragamo Single Monk-Strap shoes. He grabbed Maggie’s hand and walked her around to open the passenger door.
“Hop in!”
Maggie pulled herself onto the chrome step plate and got in. Tim walked around to the driver's side and turned on the ignition, awakening a glowing panel of state-of-the-art technology.
“Pretty,” Maggie observed.
Tim looked at her and smiled. “Not as pretty as you.” She could tell he meant it sincerely. “So, how is my pretty little Rockstar-Scientist? You want to tell me what you discovered this week?” he asked as he pulled away from the curb.
Maggie smiled shyly. “Really?”
“Sure, why not?” Tim shrugged.
“Well, if you want to know, I am confident that my testing confirmed the possible application of integrating nanorobots with a biosensor while automating the fabrication and information processing for the refinement of the skin within a statistical confidence interval of greater than ninety-five percent.”
Tim raised an eyebrow. “In laymen’s terms, please.”   
Maggie smiled. “The perfect skin-cream.”
“You perfected skin cream?”
Maggie nodded, proud and giddy. “That’s right!”
“Uh-huh.” Tim smiled at her excitement as he slowed the truck at a stop sign.
“Well, it’s not like any skin cream ever designed before,” Maggie elaborated. “You see, there will be millions of tiny nanomachines working in sync to make sure the elasticity of your skin stays young and soft, forever repairing unseen imperfections or abrasions.”
“Forever young?” Tim asked while he snuck a peek in the rear-view mirror shifting his foot on the break. “That would be kind of weird to see a perfectly good-looking dead person.”
“Well, sort of. You see, the nanorobots could be fitted with receptors that detect extracellular factors secreted from the organism’s cells that signal for permanent cell death.”
“Extra what?”
“Molecules that all cells excrete. It’s how all cells communicate.”
“Oh.” He shot her an admiring grin.
“What?” Maggie asked, scratching at the side of her nose in a nerd-like fashion then rubbing it. She shrugged and exhaled a small laugh.
“Heh, look at you. You’re beaming,” Tim said.
“Yes, well…”
“Maggie. You’re perfect,” he said, taking her hand in his.
“Um, thanks?”
“So, am I to think that when I kiss you in the future there will be nanobots all over your face? Kind of weird, don’t you think?”
Maggie shrugged. “I don’t know. There are already hundreds or so species of bacteria and arthropods all over our skin.”
“What?”
“Oh yes, they are essential to our survival.”
“I have spiders on my face?”
Maggie laughed. “No, well, yes. Sort of. They are mites. They like to live in or near our hair follicles. Demodex folliculorum. They can migrate around your skin up to six inches per hour.”
“Bleh. Guess it brings an actual meaning to ‘makes your skin crawl.’”
“Guess so.” Maggie smiled.
“Well, I don’t care about an audience.” He leaned in and kissed her.
“You know, about fifty-seven percent of our total body mass is made up of other organisms,” Maggie said as he pulled away. “That little kiss and our hands touching, even the fact that we are sitting together, just acted as a massive transport for hundreds if not thousands of species of bacteria, viruses, and arthropods to move to a different location. So, when people say we sent a man on the moon, we, in fact, sent an entire ecosystem to the moon!”
“Interesting. You are truly a wonder.” Tim shook his head and stepped on the gas pedal. “So, these nanobots, will they be safe?”
“If designed properly, yes.”
“But they could be dangerous?”
“Well, yes. Instead of the nanomachine equipped with signals for repair or enhancement or disease-curing abilities, modifications could contain the ability to release harmful toxins, I suppose, for example.”
“Wonderful,” Tim said. “Enter the realm of ethics and such?”
“Hmm, guess so.” Maggie frowned. “That goes for a lot of technology, though,” she was quick to point out.
“Well, put some sort of safeguard on it or something. You know, someone should have the design built-in with some sort of way to end whatever they do,” Tim said.
“I suppose.”
“So, how do they become activated? Or are they always on? You know, like are they alive?”
Maggie bit her lip and tilted her head. “Not alive, just communicating on a molecular level. More of a chemical reaction, and intelligent, logically speaking. But I suppose they could be controlled with a software of some kind. That would be complicated as one would have to create an artificial neuronal network on scales smaller than the neurons of even the simplest of animals. Like an artificial brain of sorts. That would be the hardware engineering feat of the century! Of all time, in fact! And then someone would have to create new software, on the quantum level, to control it. The processing power it would require!” she exclaimed in self-induced wonderment.
“Anybody doing that?”
“It’s just theory for now, but yes, it’s feasible, at least on paper.”
“So…nobody is working on that?”
Maggie gave Tim a sideways glance, allowing herself to hold in the complete truth. “Not that I know of, in practical terms,” she said softly, then added, “You are really interested in this, huh?”
Tim shrugged. “Heh, it's not like you hear this kind of stuff every day.”
“Well, I do.” Maggie pointed at her chest, then paused and thought for a moment. “The possibilities are endless. Not just for skin cream. Wound healing, spinal cord repair, heart repair, bone repair—you name it. The potential technology is being treated with exceptional care and is well guarded.”
“Hope so. Another ethical issue.”
“What?” Maggie asked.
“Immortality,” Tim said.
“Possibly.”
“You think Mother Nature would approve?”
Maggie did not answer. She just shrugged.
“Well, humans won’t be humans if they have tiny machines keeping their bodies and insides constantly in repair,” Tim said.
“True…”
“A type of forced evolution, I suppose.”
“You could say that.”
“Well, maybe you can teach me some more of it when we have time or something,” Tim said.
“Teach you? Oh, I don’t know, maybe. I can’t tell you everything—confidentiality agreements and such, you know.”
Tim just smiled. “You know I won’t be able to understand everything —just the overall gist of things. Besides, I get to be around you, and that’s all I care about anyway.”
Tim noticed an intersection coming up. “Look, not to change the subject, but we have a decision to make here. Do I go left to my place or right to your place?” Tim pointed with his finger above the steering wheel.
“My place. I just want to go to bed. I’m not feeling all that great.” Maggie sighed. “Plus, I am tired from the show. I just want to go to bed.”
“Oh, okay.” Tim pretended he understood. “Besides, it gives me at least twenty-four hours to forget what you told me about bugs all over our faces. I’m not sure I would be able to focus anyway.” 
“Sorry.” Maggie bit her lip to hold back a smile.
“We still on for the high school reunion tomorrow night?” he asked.
“Sure! I won’t be there until after my early show. I’m going to just stop in, and I can meet you at the Wage House Comedy Theatre afterward.”
“No, no, I can meet you at the reunion. My brother is bringing Jen with him to meet us if that’s okay,” he asked.
“Sure!”
“To your place then and I’ll leave you to your lonesome with your creepy crawly friends.”
“Thanks.”
Tim chuckled under his breath, shaking his head as they made a right towards Maggie’s apartment.
“What’s so funny?” Maggie asked.
“Oh, nothing. Though our conversation about critters on our skin would make for a great topic during Thanksgiving dinner. In my opinion, none of what you are working on seems possible.”
“Oh, it’s possible.” Maggie’s defenses were up, and she couldn’t figure out why. “The technology is closer to reality than you think.”
“What, like ten years from now?” Tim asked.
“More like any day, at least for a beta test. That’s all I am going to say.”
“Interesting,” Tim said. “First apps on a cell phone, now synthetic creatures on people’s faces.”
“Guess so.”
Maggie thought about what Tim had asked. Teach him more? Where had this curiosity come from? And was she so defensive against questions? Maybe she had underestimated Tim’s intellectual curiosity. He had barely shown an interest in her work before and yet his insight that the technology would be potentially dangerous was spot on.
It was being handled with the most delicate and secure precautions.
At least she hoped it was.
As Maggie was getting into bed a few minutes after getting home, she thought back to their conversation. She had not told him the true extent of the technology’s progress: the beta testing had been completed years ago. It was available now, proven without a doubt and flawless in the lab.
In fact, there were rumors that a company named ZantUm Inc. had also perfected the technology independently, but she had not seen any peer-reviewed literature published from them on the nanotechnology they had supposedly created. While ZantUm Inc. had released a recent publication, it was mostly on par with what was already known in the present academic world. Nothing new. They kept their secrets well.
She had been considering applying there when she finally completed her post-doctoral studies at MIT. It was a prestigious company on the forefront of technology, like Bell Labs had been during the late fifties and early sixties at the beginning of America’s space program. Anybody who was anybody in the physical and life sciences wanted to work there, but it was almost impossible to get hired.
She was a part of the inner circle of those few who thought their research was at the forefront of the technology.
They were not.
Maggie had withheld her true origins from Tim. From everyone. Only her father knew. Though it was a burden, it was a secret that she must keep until the right time. It was for her own safety. Earth’s safety.
She eventually fell asleep, mind dancing between thinking about a better pair of t-strap heels that wouldn’t hurt her feet during her show and distant childhood memories.




A SEnse of power





STILLNESS DAY MINUS 8,733, ATTLEBORO FALLS, MA

 
Eight-year old Maggie Henderson sat in the wooden chair her father had set her in. He stood with his back towards her, staring out the dust-covered window of her plain bedroom. Maggie could see the fury in her father’s eyes glowing blue where they reflected in the glass.
The home they lived in was old, built at the turn of the 20th century. The dust from the walls had sunk beneath her clothes and skin like the stuffing of an old toy animal, ignored for years. The wood floorboards cracked and squeaked with every step. There was no way to sneak silently. Rats in the walls hissed ragged laughs, mocking her as she tried to be quiet on those nights when she couldn’t sleep. Which was every night.
She would watch re-runs of the Munsters on a fading Toshiba television and feel as though she lived on the set. Her house was a two-story dilapidated and neglected haunted mansion. At least, that was what she heard from her school mates and neighbors. It was the main attraction on Halloween.
Not that they celebrated Halloween. If they were home, they never answered the door bell, and she had never once worn a costume like the other kids. Her Halloween routine was to clean up broken eggs and help fix punctured glass windows and dented siding.
Not that it did much good to improve the overgrown and ragged yard.
Even at eight years old, she knew it was not normal to live like this, and she promised herself that if she ever owned a house, then she would keep it in order.
“You should not have done that. It was irresponsible and dangerous.” Her father finally turned to look at her and she glared back, defiant.
Her normally hazel eyes flashed bright blue in time with her fast heartbeat. She appeared to be cowering, hugging the chair with her tiny legs, but something in her seemed ready to pounce, ready pore out all the energy held inside. Even if it was towards her own father.
Her father, though angered, was cautious of awakening her untamed Sense. He knew Maggie contained a vigorous amount of raw power and that he would not be able to defend himself should she decide to expell all her emotion and fury towards him. But he couldn’t hold back his emotions entirely. He was frightened, not only of her recent behavior at Falls Elementary School, but at the thought of what she could have lost, not just for herself, but for all humanity.
For all Huply.
Utyi knew she did not understand anything of who she was or what she was capable of. He should have told her about her Sense earlier.
“You did this to me,” Maggie whispered, eyes flashing blue one final time before returning to her natural color.
Utyi nodded. “I did.” He exhaled deeply and stared at the dirtied wood floor, the locks of his long blonde hair falling to cover his eyes.
“Magyti,” Utyi whispered.
“Who?” Maggie asked softly.
“No one.” Utyi rubbed his fingers through his hair, pushing it behind his shoulders. He crouched before her, taking her hands briefly in his and caressing them.
“My dear daughter, listen to what I have to say,” Utyi began gently.
Maggie pulled her hands away from his and clasped them firmly on her lap. She tried for restraint, but couldn’t stop herself from sniffing back watery snot.
Utyi looked her in the eyes. “You are special. I am sorry for lashing out at you.” He swallowed hard, then gently took her hands again. “You possesss a power called the Sense. It is a power that not many have.” He cleared his throat, adjusting the fingers covering her hand and rubbing with both of his thumbs, trying to sooth her. “How do I say this? You are not entirely human.”
“Then what am I?” Maggie asked.
“You are Huply,” Utyi said. “You retain some human DNA, but most of what you are is Plythi’i.”
Torn between disbelief and curiousity, Maggie listened to Utyi explain the origins of Huply and Plythi’i.
Afterwards, Maggie sat in stunned silence. “You are not Huply?” she asked finally.
“No. My father was human and my mother was Plythi’i. She was killed by the humans that created her and became nanodust for study. Her Sense was very powerful, too powerful. She could create worlds and end them. Too powerful for the humans that created her to control, and so she was scrapped.” Utyi swallowed hard, voice turning bitter and sad. “I’m half Plythi’i. But since I fathered you with your Plythi’i mother, that makes you a Huply. So you are more than half.”
“How have you lived so long?” Maggie asked. “Thousands of years...”
“I don’t know. But as I said, my mother was very strong in Sense and perhaps that is what sustains my longevity.”
Maggie again clasped her fingers tightly in her lap. “Answer me. Tell the truth. What happened to my mother? If you don’t, I will blow up the world, never mind crushing Kyle Blankenship’s collar bones.”
She had crushed Kyle’s collar bones. It had been like snapping toothpicks. Easy. She had not understood how she had done it. Now she knew that she had used her Plythi’i Sense. Kyle, her personal bully that called her ghoul and picked on her, had slapped chewing gum in her hair on the playground and something visceral and raw had churned within her as she tried to pull at the gum. He had just walked away, laughing, his foul friends joining in.
The only thought in her head had been: they will pay.
A sudden growl had predicated the explosive release of her Sense, sending a circular shock wave out, impacting everyone with a massive gust of pounding wind that shook their clothes with a sharp crack in the air. A tendril of Sense had slammed Kyle down and Kyle’s laughter had morphed to a surprised choke, then a wild high pitched howl, and he fell to his knees. The nearby kids just stood, shocked and confused.
Maggie had covered her eyes, which felt like blue fire, and had run home.
Her father had found her here, in her room. She had been soaked in her own urine, curled like a fetus near a corner on the hard floor, shivering with chills of fear.
“She died at child birth as I’ve told you,” Utyi said, suddenly dispelling Maggie’s memory of her fear. The Sense terrified her. Her origins, and this mysterious new world, terrified her even more.
“She died,” Maggie whispered.
“Yes.”
“I am alone,” she said meekly.
“Yes, and no.”
“What do you mean?” Maggie looked up, rubbing at her eyes with the back of hand and sniffled hard again.
“There are others like you on the planet of Ply’. Other Plythi’i, and other hybrids like myself. They still live.”
“No Huply?” Maggie asked.
“You are the only one.” Utyi shook his head. “That is why you must be careful and also why I must not have you return to normal human school.”
“I can go to Ply’?”
“No,” Utyi answered sharply. “Never.”
“Why?”
“After today. It is not wise to do so.” Utyi squeezed her hands and released them before standing. “You will not return to school or any public venue until I have trained you to control your Plythi’i Sense.”
“But—”
“No.”
“How will I learn my sciences?” Maggie asked quietly.
“I will school you. When you can control your Plythi’i Sense, you can assimilate back to human society and learn to your heart’s content. But first, you must learn to control your Sense. You will need it one day, I fear. I will tell you more when the time comes.”
The scuttering rats scratched within the walls. I will learn what I can at all speed, she told herself, resolved .
“You must not tell anyone of your Sense. You must hide it, and most importantly, not utilize it,” Utyi said firmly.
Maggie nodded torwards the floor. “Okay.”
“Promise me.” Utyi’s voice was urgent.
Maggie bit her lower lip and thought. I don’t even know what I did. I don’t know what this Sense really is. How am I to control something that I don’t know about?
“Maggie?” Utyi looked concerned and stern at the same time. “Promise me you won’t use the Sense until we have worked out how it functions within you and learn how to control it.”
“I don’t even know what I did or how I did it. When I released it—the Sense, it hurt, not physically, but it felt like my emotions or heart exploded. It came from somewhere deep inside me. It felt almost machine-like, like it wasn’t me and almost like I was watching myself from the outside. I don’t want to feel that ever again.”
“Maggie, promise,” Utyi whispered.
Maggie took his hands and squeezed, looking deep into his eyes. “I promise.”




Lab Rats





STILLNESS DAY MINUS 5, MIT, CAMBRIDGE, MA

 
“I don’t understand this. Where is the program or code or whatever we are supposed to find?” the man said over his shoulder to his partner.
He sat in front of a computer console that displayed a PowerPoint file overview of protocol plans to terraform a planet, describing how terraforming was possible using bio-nanotechnology. The presentation was catered for an audience that was not science or tech-savvy, and was more fancy graphics than real information. This would not help them. Frustrated, the man twisted his grey suit coat and pushed down his matching pants, smoothing them over his thighs. His ill-fitting clothes were clearly getting the best of him.
“Can you download it? We have limited time. Security is still on patrol.” His partner shifted behind him nervously.
The man behind the computer shook his head and glanced at the dead MIT scientist sprawled on the floor next to them. Unfortunate for him, working late. He supposed they should have questioned him, but the scientist had about pissed his pants reaching for the lab phone when they had broken in unexpectedly. They’d had no choice but to end his life with a silent bullet.
The scientist had flailed, knocking down a Boston Bruins stuffed mascot with suction cups on its hands and feet when he had fallen to the floor. It lay next to his corpse, mimicking his lifeless staring eyes.
The man looked around at the darkness of the MIT biochemistry lab he and his partner had broken into. The computer monitors and the red and green blinking lights on the electronic hardware instruments were the only light in the lab. Data could be stored anywhere within the equipment software, a scientist’s office computer, or even on a USB hidden in a drawer. All computers were accessible from the lab and offices, but some were password protected logins, and even those that were accessible had password protected software and files specific to each type of analytical equipment. The idea of breaking in and stealing information had seemed easy in theory, but the last half hour had proved otherwise.
Aside from the computers, the biochemistry lab contained equipment to perform analysis on small molecule and peptides, along with floor and table-top ultracentrifuges and machines that purified and synthesized proteins. Beside those, were machines that replicated DNA exponentially. Inset within one wall, a walk-in 4°C cooler shelved hundreds of biochemical reagents and solutions. Positioned at the other wall of the lab, were vacuum hoods for work with cell cultures alongside chemical hoods optimized to damper the noxious fumes of volatile chemicals.
Beside them, 37°C incubators for culturing various cell lines for in-vitro testing hummed, connected to their carbon dioxide canisters to aid with the vitality of cells in their controlled environment. Jammed on a lone bench table were two microscopes, each sheltered under their protective vinyl dust cover. Other supportive equipment—pipettes, pipette tips, well plates, labeled vials and bottles containing dilutions of various chemicals—decorated the lab benches.
None of this was familiar to either of the intruders and they could not comprehend any of the many stick-em notes of stoichiometric equations and reminders hanging from the shelves and lab benches.
The man at the console turned his attention back to the computer screen and minimized the protocol presentation then clicked on the green and blue TERRAp_HPLC icon on the desktop. The software opened the home window. He clicked on FILE to open the most recent. There were five listed in the file history.
TERRAp _20AUG2019_JS_fin
TERRAp _20AUG2019_JS_raw
TERRAp _19AUG2019_MH_final
TERRAp _19AUG2019_MH_raw2
TERRAp _19AUG2019_MH_raw1
He clicked on the first MH file.
The directory name is not valid.
(H:\...\ TERRAp _19AUG2019_MH_final...)
“They must save their data on USB or something.” The man pursed his lips in frustration, but he was not surprised. “I can’t access the actual execution program to run the software. Password protected.”
“The data could be anywhere. We checked their offices,” his partner said, holding up an Eppendorf 1.5 mL microfuge tube he had plucked from a blue 96 well microfuge plastic tube holder. He twisted it between his thumb and finger, studying the clear opalescent solution within. The components were labeled with a marker on the outside of the microfuge tube including  a date and initials: 18AUG2019 MH.
MH.
Maggie Henderson had been here yesterday. He shook his head, placing it back in the microfuge tube rack with the many other labeled tubes.
“Somewhere secure…” the man in the chair mumbled.
“Home?” If Maggie had been here, maybe she took sensitive data back to her home. Doubtful. It was most likely locked up on her PC in her office and saved within a secure server. Wherever that is located. He opened a drawer full of 96 and 384 well-plates and paper micro-filters below the lab bench, then slammed it shut.
“Maybe.” The man at the computer console did not know where Dr. Henderson lived. That information could have been useful.
Footsteps, accompanied by a squeak, drew their focus towards the entrance door of the lab. The beam of a flashlight flickered through the vertical rectangle window set within the door.
Security had arrived. Timely, he thought, but irritating. What they needed was to have a run-in with Dr. Maggie Henderson and not some security goon. Where was she? Cinco had told them she had the tendency to work late into the night. Not this night, though, and apparently not on weekends. Their timing had been off and their intelligence on Dr. Henderson seemed minimal at best.
The handle of the lab door jiggled, and the sound of keys clinked from outside.
The man slowly swiveled in the computer chair and drew his pistol, pointing it at the door. His associate crouched behind the end of the lab bench, with his identical weapon similarly aimed.
“Hello? Dr. Henderson?” The security guard poked his head into the darkened lab. “Dr. Sweitzer?”
His silhouette appeared within the doorway, flashlight pointing towards the ground.
“Dr. Sweitzer? Is that you?”
“Yes,” the man in the chair answered.
“Uh, I know you need the lights off sometimes for your work. Can I turn the lights on?”
“Sure, go ahead.”
The overhead Bi-pin fluorescent lights flickered on as the security guard flipped all four switches.
“Everything okay?”
A bright flash of silver light silently blinked from the sitting man’s weapon.
A red hole appeared in the security guard’s forehead, and his knees buckled. He fell face-down onto the floor, flashlight clanking and rolling away.
The killers waited in brief silence, squinting in the glare of the lab lights. The security guard did not move.
“Let’s go,” the man in the chair said to his partner, who was still crouched behind the lab bench. They both stood up, holstering their weapons.
Knowing they had missed Dr. Henderson and being unable to access the files regarding her research, the Shepherds made their exit into the night. Their hunt would have to continue at another time and place. Soon, they both hoped.
Time was running out.




Awkward Coffee





STILLNESS DAY MINUS 4, ATTLEBORO FALLS, MA

 
Inklebrawt Winklehank stood next in line to order his coffee at the local café just down the street from his apartment.
He looked around the café and pushed up his eyeglasses, smoothing down his ash blonde hair with the correct number of repetitions. Looking at him meticulously combing his hair, most would diagnose him with OCD and write him off as eccentric. They would be wrong.
Inklebrawt, classified as a genius, was a graduate of both Yale and Rutgers Universities, achieving his Ph.Ds. in Astrophysics and Mechanical Engineering and another in Theoretical Mathematics. At twenty-seven, Inklebrawt never had a girlfriend, never kissed, never made love. He lived alone in a small one-bedroom apartment, even though he could have owned a mansion with all the money he had acquired so far. But he did not care about money and wanted to keep things simple.
He kept his modest apartment he called home haphazardly with one exception: three pencils were always perfectly sharpened on top of his writing desk. The desk itself was filled with piles of notebooks and sheets of paper with a mix of poems, mathematical derivations, sketches of dinosaurs, and human anatomy. A few of his favorites were pinned on the small living room wall with no aesthetic reasoning.
In one corner of the room, a few homemade kites partially covered the television—his design area for kite flying was well-supplemented with numerous scaled-down paper model designs and sketches. It was something that had been his passion since he had been a little boy. He had also kept some old LEGOs that he’d had since childhood. Throughout his schooling, he had dominated scholastic contests and even published a peer-reviewed geology paper that had been referenced by prominent researchers within the geologic scientific community.
At the age of sixteen, he had officially graduated from North Attleborough High School. Technically, he didn’t even need to attend public high school—his intellect made it nearly useless—but his parents insisted that he have a normal life of someone his age, so that he could understand the proper social customs.
During these years—filled with scientific events, conferences, and endless studies—he had missed out on the mundane social events other kids his age engaged in. His mind was always somewhere else.
But it wasn’t only his mind that was above average. His slim frame was strong with hidden muscles, taut like a fully stretched rubber band, and he could turn loose a great amount of energy if needed. The one year he had enrolled in high school, he had excelled on the Track and Field team and had maintained a firm exercise regimen. He had even earned the nickname ‘Ankle’ while bursting his ankle during an attempt to break the State’s record for the long jump. He had ended up breaking both his ankle and the record.
Similarly, the piano and violin were easy for him to learn, and he enjoyed composing, his mind imagining the written notes with a melody of math and physics that was pleasing to his ears and comforting for his soul. Most would agree to disagree about his taste in music, but others would listen in hushed amazement to the hidden undertones of brilliance.
And hidden brilliance it was. His habit of propping up his glasses and picking his fingernails in public gave the impression of indifference to the world around him, one tinged with nerves on edge, especially during everyday social events. He was simply Inklebrawt, unaware of his own socially awkward discomfort. Perfectly articulate when speaking on matters of science or math, he would stumble on simple topics like the weather and polite niceties.
The woman in front of him completed her transaction.
“Hi, can I help you?” asked the cashier.
“Um, yes, I’d like a regular coffee, please. Medium,” Inklebrawt replied softly.
The cashier appeared confused. “Regular?” she asked.
“Well, yes. You know something like Folgers, Hills Brothers, or whatever, you know, just straight-up coffee, none of that puffy white foam on top, you know? No seasonal flavoring or anything. Just coffee.”
He normally made his own coffee at home, but he’d run out and, as usual, did not have the time to go to the store.
“Um, sure,” the young cashier responded, slightly confused, as she headed to the coffee machines.
Inklebrawt returned to studying the café as he waited. The walls were a tan latte color capped with a foamy, cream-colored ceiling. Upon the buttercream maple vinyl plank flooring stood cheap industrial-style chairs. Round tables and soft brown couches that resembled a modeled display at IKEA. The smell of brewed coffee and cinnamon rolls permeated the air, with the occasional sulfur smell of cooked egg.
He noticed a
couple conversing at a table near the front window; they were sitting across from each other. The woman reached over and grabbed the man’s hand.
The man covered her fingers with a mischievous smile, and Inklebrawt guessed he was thinking of getting laid tonight. Both stared into each other’s eyes with shallow love. He could see it was artificial and temporary.
Mathematical equations flew through his mind as the man murmured romantic words, the woman’s forced smile and hard swallow added fuel to his theory.
Y = - ln(x)
X2 + y2 = 9
Y = |2X|
X = - 3|sin y|
Inklebrawt knew if anyone took the time to plot these equations on a graph across a x and y-axis, the result would spell ‘LOVE’ if aligned perpendicular to the ground starting with the first equation and working down.
Inklebrawt could be wrong, he supposed, but the mannerisms of the couple’s movements spoke of lies and exaggerations on both sides—each person withholding pieces of themselves from the other, unwilling to share their hidden stories.
He had his own hidden stories.
An epiphany jolted him out of his musings on love.
Computer software—his own developed code with similarities of the C++ programming language—cranked through his mind. He could see a string of software code for an array contained within a function and knew he must test this idea when he arrived at work.
His program would send a satellite designed that was able to launch, re-enter, and fulfill its objective of manufacturing and processing its own nanotechnological parts, while performing its own analysis of the construction and make adjustments of the software for the next launch. Artificial Intelligence and nanotechnology combined to produce a semi-sentient molecular machine capable of thought. At least, that was what Inklebrawt hoped for and what the employees at the company he worked for, ZantUm Inc, hoped to create.
His fingers rested on the granite countertop by the register, pulling his mind from programming to geology.
As usual, his mind slipped into to wondering how the ancient civilizations had cut andesite, basalt, and granite rock, shaping it to such precision without access to powered diamond-tipped cutting tools. Like at the remnants in Puma Punku, Bolivia, built approximately 14,000 BC, before the last ice age in 11,000 BC (though many mainstream archaeologists place the site’s construction and habitation around 1,000 AD). The broken fragments of cut andesite and granite had been discovered recently in tons, scattered across a wide area, as if thrown by a large explosion or earthquake or both. Based on the Mohs scale of mineral hardness, it would be impossible to explain such work in a way that would validate the current archeologically accepted theories of iron or bronze tool use.
The greater academic population claimed those metal tools had been used, despite a few leading scientists placing the era well before that level of metallurgy had been invented.
Diamond access was plentiful in Africa, and Inklebrawt knew there had been a few diamond mines found in South America that could have been utilized to potentially cut hardened rock like andesite, but those diamonds were hard to come by, and there was no evidence of mining so long ago.
He thought for the thousandth time, We couldn’t even do that kind of sculpting work today—expert work, better than anything we have created in the last few thousand years. We would need computer software with a written template for machines to design and carve them with such laser precision. I would like to see for myself one day. 
Most experts in the fields of archeology or geology kept their mouths shut, afraid that their colleague’s disapproval over their hackneyed theories would cause the potential loss of their creditability. Inklebrawt had never cared about his professional credibility. For Inklebrawt, it was simple— sometimes, the truth was the easiest and most efficient explanation for something that should not be.
Interrupting his thoughts, the young barista asked, “Will this suffice?”
She placed a coffee cup down on the granite counter. “It has a little bit of French Vanilla in it. We don’t have anything just plain.”
Inklebrawt furrowed his eyebrows, unsure whether he should accept this adjustment to his order.
And then he thought, Why French Vanilla? Why not German or Spanish or Peruvian Vanilla? Did the French discover vanilla? No, vanilla came from Mesoamerica as well. Oddly enough, if you stack four vanilla beans in a prism and top it with another vanilla bean, it forms the Eiffel tower. Now, the Eiffel tower—that’s French.
The barista interrupted his sidetracked thoughts again, verifying the completion of payment.
“Thanks,” he said, distracted as he took his unnecessary receipt.
“No problem! Have a wonderful day!” the bubbly girl ended with a smile, but Inklebrawt had already turned away. Lost in his thoughts, he failed to notice the sign on the floor depicting the silly stick figure of a man hovering in mid-air, poised to bounce his backside onto the floor.
Holding his coffee, he stepped past the sign, then slipped and skated along the wet floor, crashing against the glass front door. He fell backward on his rump, dropping the cup. Its lid popped off and splashed the vanilla-flavored coffee all over his shirt and pants and the newly washed floor.
Oops, he thought as he squirmed like a fish out of water on the ground. He scrambled to get himself upright and maintain some form of dignity. He picked himself up just as the manager ran around from the back of the counter to help him.
“Are you okay?” the manager asked.
Inklebrawt glanced at him and fixed his glasses on his nose, then stared at the coffee spilled on the floor. 
“Are you okay?” the manager asked again, genuinely concerned, stepping closer and lightly touching Inklebrawt’s shoulder.
Inklebrawt looked at the manager again.
“I’m fine,” Inklebrawt said absently, wiping at his pants and shirt.
“We can get you a replacement coffee, if you’d like?”
But Inklebrawt could no longer bother with the situation. He needed to go. He noticed other people in the coffee shop looking at him, including the couple whose romance he had picked apart, and it made him very self-conscience and anxious; he picked at his fingernails vigorously.
“I’m fine. Thanks.” He attempted to brush the wet stains away from his pants.
“Are you sure?” the manager asked.
“I’m sure,” Inklebrawt said, wiping his pants again.
“Okay, are you hurt?” the manager asked.
“No, I am fine.” Inklebrawt attempted to make his escape from the coffee shop but while trying to open the door, he pushed instead of pulled and bumped his face into the glass door. His toe and left knee slammed into the door. He readjusted his glasses again.
“I’m fine,” he reiterated, confirming his questionable well-being.
Embarrassed, he added, “Besides, the coffee had some weird, flavored cream in it. And the advertised dispensed volume was incorrect.”
He opened the door properly this time and fled the café, leaving the manager and the nice barista to clean up his mess.
No coffee today before work.
He thought about the physics of kites on the way to his lab, and decided it was to be his plan of relaxation after work today. It was Saturday, and he wanted to perform one last test before Monday.
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After leaving ZantUm Inc. at the end of the day, on his way to his apartment, Inklebrawt stopped his bicycle next to a young boy standing outside of Garbie’s Toys and Games. The window displayed new sets of LEGOs.
Inklebrawt could see that the boy simmered with imagination and the possibilities of creativity as he looked in the window. Inklebrawt allowed himself a smile, thinking of his own childhood as he admired the LEGO sets with the boy. They reminded him of his stepparents who had cultivated and supported his own drive for intellectual creativity and knowledge, even at the age of three. He loved his stepparents deeply and missed them; he had not seen them since he had been taken away by his biological parents more than twenty years ago.
“Do you see the new Harry Potter castle—I mean the retro one?” the boy asked Inklebrawt, noticing his presence.
“Yes.”
“It’s so detailed! Look at all the figures that come with it. So cool!” The boy pointed excitedly.
Inklebrawt nodded, recalling the orange castle he had crafted by himself without directions when he was just a little younger than this boy.
“Can you see the mathematics built within?” Inklebrawt asked.
The boy looked at him then back towards the LEGOs and then back at Inklebrawt again. “Math?” the boy said with a frown.
Inklebrawt noticed his confusion, so he did not push to explain. He simply said, “The math is there. It’s everywhere.”
“Oh.” The boy shook his head, wondering how toys had led to math.
“Mark? Let’s go. We are going to be late,” a woman called to the boy after stepping out of the convenience store next door.
Inklebrawt briefly glanced again at the LEGOs through the window. His focus shifted to the reflection of a man with glasses staring back at him. He turned, reflection following, then peddled away towards his apartment.
He cycled fast and soon reached David Ln, Apt 333, Attleboro MA. Pausing, he unlocked the mailbox, finding it, as usual, empty. He hurried inside, eager to fly his newly designed kite; he knew it would soar in the sky, kissing the wind and achieving heights previously unknown.
Time to eat first. He fried up leftover spaghetti over the stove doused with olive oil—one of his favorite meals. He also prepared a bowl of raw vegetable salad.
Sitting behind his coffee table with his food, he didn’t take notice of the remote for the 24” screen TV. He instead perused the small pile of peer reviewed scientific journals laying across the coffee table. Next to these, a Fine Garden magazine lay open, one side showing instructions on ground tilling and soil maturation. Though he had never built a garden, he had drawn several on paper with immaculate precision coupled with unique designs. It was one of his favorite things to do.
He thought for the thousandth time, Maybe I should buy a home and finally build my own. Then he thought again, But
I like my apartment.
Next to the magazines and journals lay an invitation to his high school reunion. It was an eyesore. He really didn’t want to go—besides, he had only attended that school for one year. Yet he had not thrown it away.
The sun was starting to settle on the horizon, and he ate quickly, though it was late in the summer, and he knew the sun would not set until 7:37 pm. Evaluating his new kite was essential.
He arrived on his bicycle at Mason Field and Playgrounds near his apartment. The green grass leading into a baseball field seemed the perfect spot to test his new kite. A group of teenagers walked through the field, tossing a baseball back and forth, their play completed for the day. This left the field open for him, though he noticed a few people sitting and strolling around the playground. Most were packing up to leave as the sun started to disappear below the horizon, creating a beautiful pinkish skyline amongst the scattered clouds. He sat down and began to unlace his shoes. He would run and fly this kite like he always had—barefoot.
The orange kite resembled a World War I biplane. Perpendicular sticks of balsa wood held the two paper layers together. As Inklebrawt ran to create an updraft, he thought of the physics that made it glide clumsily. It gained elevation, only to be snatched by a rogue breeze a moment later. The kite lifted abruptly into the air, then spiraled down, nailing a woman on her head. She looked up from her book.
Inklebrawt trotted over to the young woman who had just received the not-so-welcomed hit to her head, grimacing as he reviewed his calculations on the kite’s performance.
“Oh my, are you okay?” Inklebrawt asked.
“Ow, no.” The woman peered up at him while rubbing her head. “I will be, though.”
She had beautiful greenish hazel eyes, and wavy ash blonde hair that bobbed just above her shoulders. One ear was fitted with an earring in the shape of a half-moon, decorated with a blue sapphire gem and lined with silver trim. Her other ear was missing its match. He was not sure if she knew.
She was wearing plain loose-fitting jeans and a white tee-shirt with teal writing on the front. It stated: ‘yOU. I am xEnO∞chiral.’ It looked homemade, and the expression would not make any sense to most people, but Inklebrawt recognized it.
Her shirt was advocating the justification of new synthetic lifeforms challenging natural evolution. That new synthetic life could be an improvement on nature and a benefit for humanity. It was generally accepted by the public that pharmaceutical, chemical, and biotechnology companies justified the manipulation of natural molecules classifying them as drugs, cleaners, and supplements for the betterment of humanity and its ecosystem. So why not tinker with species’ genetics to increase their vitality and improve their industrious capabilities in conservation with the ecosystem? It was less common, and still scarcely accepted. However, xEnO∞chiral represented a step further, modifying the species on the atomic level building with molecular machines to effectively create entirely new hybrids of mixed species. The Xeno part implied a new foreign species. The infinity sign suggested immortality. Chiral proposed the mirror image of any molecular structure found in nature.
He knew all this instantly. He also knew instantly that she was brilliant, and he grinned slightly.
“I am sorry for the mishap,” he said to her.
She twitched her nose then rubbed it. Inklebrawt noticed the simplicity and grace in her movements, and it struck a warm feeling between his chest and stomach; the beauty of her mannerism would be overlooked by most.
She looked up at him and cocked her head. “Hey, didn’t you go to North Attleborough High School?” she asked.
“Um, yes, but just one year,” he said, shoving one hand in his pocket; the other still held the kite string, kite flapping across the ground just behind the woman.
“Yes, I remember you. Ankle, right?” She also remembered him presenting a lecture during her graduate seminar series at Cornell University.
“Yes, well…no. I mean, that was my nickname. I’m Inklebrawt.” He shifted nervously, wanting to apologize again but instead started to roll in the kite string.
“Inklebrawt, yes, I remember you,” she said with a smile.
She has a sweet smile too, Inklebrawt thought as she put her book down beside a Tupperware of unfinished spaghetti and stood up.
The woman furrowed her eyebrows and took a step closer. “Um, did you happen to present a talk on Integrated Bio-circuits: Engineering Self Assembling Nanomachines and the Effects of Gravitational Displacement at Cornell University?” 
Inklebrawt blinked then studied her features closer, noticing that her eyes, nose, and lips were perfect. Her cute freckles were too, and he saw that they ran down from her right eye and trailed over her jaw ending on the side of her neck. Her subtle mannerisms and the pitch of her voice were also perfect and familiar to him in a peculiar way.
“Yes.”
“Wow! I am standing in front of the Inklebrawt Winklehank.”
Inklebrawt shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, I guess so.” He straightened his glasses with his pointer finger in a nervous tick.
“Well, I based my dissertation on your work, even referenced you a few times! I went to Cornell.” She seemed about to add more but stopped herself from rambling. “Where did you go? You kind of disappeared.”
“I got busy with other things,” Inklebrawt answered sharply, guarded.
“Oh.” The woman toed the grass back and forth.
“I’m Maggie Henderson, do you remember me?” she asked with a smile.
Inklebrawt focus had switched to rolling up the kite string, making sure that it was not tangled. “Um, yes, I remember you. Maggie, right.” He felt a bit nervous; her appearance captured his attention and he found it hard to look away.
“You’re pretty,” he murmured just loud enough for Maggie to hear. He normally would never have said something that forward in a million years, but a million years had passed.
Maggie bit her lower lip and looked down, shy. Her short wavy hair, still bobbed from last night’s show, fell over her face. She tucked it over her right ear, and the action caused Inklebrawt to slow his winding of the kite string.
“Thank you,” she replied finally, nervously biting her lower lip again. She ended with a smile, not knowing what else to say.
“Sorry,” Inklebrawt said, abruptly shaking his head, then quickly reiterated, “I apologize.”
Maggie shifted, dusting grass from her butt. She wanted to change the subject, noticing that he seemed uncomfortable. “When did you learn how not to fly a kite?” she asked, rubbing her head again.
“I guess I didn’t,” he said softly, accepting her joke. He flexed his toes into the grass subconsciously, nervous, and embarrassed.
Maggie assessed Inklebrawt, noting the awkwardness in the way he stood in front of her. She thought him very handsome in a strange way. Always had, in fact, if she remembered correctly—she had just been too shy to ever tell him in the brief moments of time when they had met during high school. She had wanted to approach him after his lecture at Cornell too, but he had been out of her league. It was the only time she had ever been truly star struck.
Maggie walked up beside him and took the spool of kite string from his hand. She began rolling it up. He stood stunned. It was one of the nicest things any girl had ever done for him.
The smell of her washed over him as they stood together—a sweet, fresh aired scent, with a tinge of sweat.
“This is a beautiful kite,” Maggie observed, almost touching him shoulder-to-shoulder.
“Thanks.” Inklebrawt shifted away nervously, securing the kite under his arm. “It didn’t fly that well,” he pointed out, facing her.
“No. No, I suppose it didn’t,” Maggie agreed and chuckled nervously, handing him the spool.
They both stood in awkward silence together, not knowing what else to say.
“Well, I have to go. It was good to see you again, Megan.”
“Maggie! Jeez.” She crossed her arms in a playful mockingly stern manner, eyebrow raised, and lips pursed.
“Maggie, right, I mean,” Inklebrawt quickly corrected, embarrassed once again.
“Hey, um, are you going to the high school reunion tonight?” she asked.
Inklebrawt shifted uneasily. “I heard about it.”
“Well, I’m going to stop by after my show. Maybe see you there?” She tightened her arms across her chest, hugging churning nerves within.
“Uh…maybe.”
“Oh, okay…”
“So, bye. It was a nice meeting you, Maggie…and sorry. Good luck with your studies.” He waved an uncomfortable partial goodbye, hand just above his hip.
“Um, bye,” Maggie responded with a nervous wave, mimicking Inklebrawt’s.
He turned to leave the scene of the crime of bonking a lovely girl in the head with his kite.
As he walked away from Maggie, his thoughts turned to why the physics of the kite had not worked properly. Again. Looking at the kite, gripped in his hand, he considered its color. It should have been blue, not orange. Orange is horrid, always disrupting the visible light colors and even infrared spectrum at times, he thought.
He walked barefoot across the grass and hopped on his bike and began pedaling towards his apartment, kite firmly secured on the rear rack.
Maggie watched him leave, almost calling him back to talk more, but her nerves prevented it. As she watched him awkwardly mount his bike, she realized that he was barefoot.
His shoes! she thought.
“Inklebrawt! Your shoes!” she yelled, but he continued pedaling away. She picked up her book and Tupperware and strode quickly to where he had parked his bike, finding his shoes and socks nearby lying in the grass where he had left them.
She saw him about to turn the corner through the tree line boarding Elm St. and shouted, “Inklebrawt! Wait!” using her hand as a megaphone, but he turned the corner and was gone.
“Would you like to go out together or something?” she said softly to the air around her.
She looked at his socks and shoes in her hand and shook her head, biting her lower lip. “Maggie, you big, canceled stamp,” she reprimanded herself. That was a man she should know—she could feel it. He seemed like a genuinely nice one, too.
She went to her car, Inklebrawt’s socks and shoes tucked under her arm.
Inklebrawt didn’t realize he had left his shoes at the park until he rounded the tree line on Elm Street and the grind from the pedals on his bare feet reminded him. Annoyed with his own absent-mindedness, he turned his bike around in a Dunkin’ Donuts parking lot. He could not leave behind his favorite D&D themed socks and well-worn Reebok shoes.
He had never done anything like this before.
Maggie. She was the reason.
As he approached the tree line bordering the outfield of the baseball park, he saw Maggie get into her car and pull out of the parking lot. He huffed a yell, but she did not hear, turning left on Elm Street then Commonwealth Avenue away from him.
His socks and shoes were gone.
Defeated, he left for home, pedaling in his bare feet, suffering the pain.
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Inklebrawt walked outside the Golden Antler Room where his fifteen-year high school reunion raved. Though he had not wanted to attend, he had come anyway, hoping to retrieve his socks and shoes. Maybe Maggie had them? She had mentioned she would be here tonight, so he hoped so.
He walked away from the main entrance to a forest surrounding the parking lot.
He had spent the last thirty minutes in the ballroom searching for Maggie but hadn’t been able to find her, though he had helped himself to a couple plastic cups of fruit punch. The consumption made him loopy had he realized that the bowl was spiked with alcohol.
What? Do some dudes still think they are teenagers? Not so funny. Shallow prank.
Half-inebriated by the punch, he hobbled and weaved through the parked vehicles, the parking lot lamps highlighting the area in a spotty maze of light and shadow. He needed to pee.
He never drank alcohol, but tonight he had. He had drunk with people he hardly knew or remembered, pretending interest in whatever conversation happened to take place while standing mostly in awkward silence surrounded by 1980s music, looking for Maggie. The entire theme of the party was in sync with the 1980s, which was odd since they had graduated in the 1990s.
While stumbling through the parking lot in his back-up pair of white Nike shoes he had found shoved in the corner of his closet, he saw the brothers Jim and Tim Gritmuff loading something into the back of their pickup truck. He vaguely remembered them from the brief time at high school. They had been suspended multiple times for…something. Mostly, he remembered their weird last name.
“What are you looking at?” Jim asked standing in the rear of the truck as Inklebrawt walked past them.
Inklebrawt glanced at him and continued walking. “I need to pee.”
“Alright,” Jim responded and whispered, “Just keep walking.” The brothers turned back to their load.
Inklebrawt stumbled to a secluded spot on the edge of the woods where no one could see him empty his bladder. His blue and black striped tie hung loosely around his light blue collared neck, and he flung it over his black suit coat as he made his way further into the foliage of the forest. Just inside the tree line and away from the view of the parking lot lights, and unwanted viewers, he adjusted his glasses and unzipped his pants, fumbling and wavering a bit. A tree branch poked him close to his exposed privates, and he moved a foot to the side. The loud, monotone buzzing of cicadas echoed throughout the forest.
“Ahh,” Inklebrawt whispered to himself as the releasing pressure of urine escaped his body, landing on the base of a tree stump in front of him.
“GritMuss…Gritmuff…” he whispered. How the heck had Jim and Tim gotten that last name anyway?
He admired his stream of urine. As he swung from side to side, spraying,
his vision adjusted to the darkness; the tree stump he was urinating on slowly took the shape of a deer. Spooked, he reflectively kicked it on its side, droplets of urine nicking his pants and left shoe, his peter bobbing up and down.
The deer fell with a heavy thud. He zipped his pants up quickly, and he looked at it closer, squinting through his glasses. It was a hollow plastered painted deer.
Inklebrawt swiped at his stained pants and walked backed towards the parking lot, wondering why those existed.
Jim jokingly asked him how his pee had gone as he approached the Gritmuff’s truck.
“Fine. I kicked a deer,” Inklebrawt responded as he walked past, adjusting his tie back into its proper place. Tim looked up from the back of his pick-up truck and said, “Wait, what?! Where?”
“On the edge of the woods,” Inklebrawt replied as he continued to walk back into the Golden Antler, pointing behind with his thumb.
Inklebrawt could hear the brothers talking about him as he made his way back toward the reunion. They might have even figured out who he was when he heard them say, “He totally looks like that guy, what’s his name? Weird guy from high school.”
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Jim looked up at his brother in bewilderment as Inklebrawt passed them by.
Tim, who was watching him walk away, said, “I think his name is Inklestout or something.”
“Inklebrawt,” Jim remembered.
“That’s it. I remember now, a weird dude. You think he noticed anything?” Tim asked.
Jim continued to watch Inklebrawt’s retreating figure. “Nah I don’t think so. Let’s hope not. Could complicate things. Come on, let’s button this up before someone finds us,” Jim said, unfolding a brown tarp and tossing an edge to Tim.
They stretched the tarp over the back of the truck, covering the boxes of bottled drugs they had stolen from the local pharmacy only an hour ago. It was their last foray as mobsters, and they would make a huge profit before they left the outfit for good. This was the perfect time and place to hide their stolen goods—out in the open at a high school reunion parking lot. No one would suspect anything—plus it made for a good alibi.
“Ankle, I think,” Jim said, buttoning one side of the tarp down.
“What?” Tim asked, hopping down from the other side of the truck and strapping down his side of the tarp.
“Ankle. That was his nickname from high school.”
“Ankle?”
“Yeah, from track or something. He broke some record, remember?”
“That’s the guy?”
“Pretty sure it's him,” Jim said.
“So?”
“Just saying.” Jim shrugged.
“It would be nice if Brice was still around.” Tim changed the subject, struggling to hook the corner of tarp to the bumper with a bungee cord.
“Brice?”
“Yeah. It was easier to move things with him around as connection to the Lorenzo mafia family. Besides, he was a good partner and has had our backs with this whole operation since day one. I want to get this last job over with,” Tim said.
“He was human, not a drop of Plythi’i makeup,” Jim pointed out.
“Keep your voice down!” Tim whispered harshly. “And even so—he was Shepherd through and through like us, even though he was born on Earth. He was our first contact here on Earth when we arrived. It just so happened he was also in the mafia.” Tim paused. “I don’t like the way he ended up,” he said, motioning to his neck.
“Yeah, it spooked me enough,” Jim agreed.
Jim fixed and lit a cigarette, and Tim followed suit. “Brice was a psycho, though. The man scared me sometimes,” Tim admitted through his inhale.
“He was intimidating—for a human,” Jim said, then added, “You think maybe it was Nic that did him in?”
“Nicola? Yes, I think so,” Tim said, “After all, Nicola disappeared right after we found Brice dead and I know he and Brice had disagreements.” He paused. “I’m surprised Brice didn’t kill him first.”
Jim nodded. “You don’t think Nicola killed him because he was Shepherd, do you?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t think Nicola knows anything about the Shepherd, Huply or Plythi’i. Besides, we haven’t heard anything from Cinco.” Tim said, referring to the leader of the Shepherds on Earth.
“Well, I don’t want my head cut off and mounted on the wall like some animal,” Jim said with a glare.
Tim nodded. “Me neither. I know Nicola could go psycho like Brice, but that…” He thought for a moment. “That was plain crazy work.”
Jim grunted and took a long pull on his cigarette, staring at the high school reunion still in full swing in the Golden Antler ballroom. He cleared his throat as Maggie’s well-worn 1998 Honda Civic pulled into the far end of the parking lot.
“Maggie’s here.”
Tim looked to where Jim had pointed and nodded. “You going in with me? We won’t be long.”
“Sure, why not? I could use a beer before we do our thing.”
“Maggie said she was just stopping in, for whatever reason, I don’t know. She thinks we’re going to the Wage House comedy club after this,” Tim said.
“You sure now is the time? I mean, is she even the right one?” Jim asked.
“She’s the right one. Cinco assured me, and he was adamant that he didn’t want her to slip away. Besides, between her research and what Cinco was told by the Uag’ ti, there are too many connections to her being Huply that could potentially disrupt Shepherd plans,” Tim said. “She knows a lot more than she lets on about the technology she’s developing. We aim to find out exactly what her intentions are, and what this technology can actually do.”
“Our Shepherd brothers were supposed to capture her tonight, but she failed to show up to her lab. I could have gotten this over with weeks ago. I told Cinco she performs with her band on the weekends. I told Cinco I would handle Maggie. As it is, the two Shepherds who botched the capture at the lab should have been in Afghanistan days ago to capture the other Huply,” Tim complained.
“The Navy SEAL?”
“Yes.”
Jim nodded and thought for a moment. “Glad we aren’t going after that one. A Navy SEAL who’s also Huply? Forget that.”
“Yeah. Bob and Doug will have their hands full.”
Jim nodded and thought for a moment. “Maggie knows she’s Huply, and she is trying to hide it from everyone,” he said.
“I think so. We know her father is the hybrid Utyi, Uag’ ti’s brother. But tracing him is near impossible. He most likely resides on Ply’.”
“Well, then why is she here on Earth?” Jim asked.
“Who the hell knows. Maybe she doesn’t know anything of her true origin,” Tim suggested. “But Cinco isn’t one to take chances. Same goes for Nicola, for that matter—I’m sure Nicola has no clue he’s Huply, if he even is. My guess he’s on the run simply because he murdered Brice and betrayed the Lorenzo family,” Tim said. “When he realized what he’d done, and that Brice wasn’t just some local mob guy like us, he high-tailed it out of here.”
“Maybe Nicola knows he is Huply and knew Brice was Shepherd. Maybe he knows about us,” Jim said.
Tim shook his head. “Doubt it—we’ve been careful the entire time we’ve been here, and Nicola never gave any sign of being Huply. I mean, we only just found out from Cinco a couple of weeks ago that it was a possibility. Before our arrival on Earth, Cinco had been sure Brice was one of them, remember? He didn’t even consider Nicola, until Nic inadvertently gave himself away.”
Jim nodded. “He was way too good at counting cards.”
Tim added, “Apparently Cinco could feel his Plythi’i Sense while he was counting, even though Nicola knew nothing of what he was doing. When he felt it, Brice said he and Cinco were blocks away in another building—Nicola must have powerful Sense. It’s a good thing Cinco never met Nicola face to face. That means he can take care of the problem personally rather than giving the job to us.” Tim paused for a long moment, thinking about what Cinco would do to Nicola, and what he was about to do to Maggie.
Finally, he said, “I suppose all of what we have been doing these years on Earth is coming to fruition.” Tim hoped that was true, but at the same time, he found himself torn by a new-found and unexpected affection for Maggie. He had not foreseen that.
Jim was oblivious. “Yeah, all this mob stuff and blending into their culture has taken its toll. It will be nice when Earth is finally our home. It’s better than our planet.”
“Humph.” Tim smirked. “Do you even remember our home?”
Jim did not answer. He looked at the forest line where Inklebrawt had taken his pee.
Home. The Plythi’i had named the planet Exyli’ Fin, but the Shepherds and the other inhabitants that lived there called it Trearth Nu. They’d had trees, though most of the landscape was like the Sahara Desert here on Earth. His exiled people had created intricate aqueducts that funneled water down from high mountains, mountains that would put Mount Everest in the category of a foothill on Exyli’ Fin.
Most of the population lived in confined cities contained at the foot of those mountains in the valleys and cities spread very deep underground. The air here on Earth was much better, as was the plant life and the fauna and aquatic diversity. Humans were lucky to have such a precious planet, truly a gem of a rock amongst the Cosmos.
“The Tyr’ Yyd…” Jim interrupted his own thoughts.
“I don’t know about them, and I don’t understand how they fit within this war,” Tim said, cutting Jim off. “The Tsr’ Yyd are like the human version of Vishnu from long ago, I suppose. We’ve discussed them endlessly with Cinco and Eru—they know about as much as we know—so there’s no use discussing them now. We do our duty for our enduringly famed rogue Huply, the Uag’ ti, and for the betterment of the Shepherd organization and we don’t worry about anything more,” Tim said.
Jim shook his head. “Some long years have passed us by since we arrived on Earth as young boys,” he said.
“Yes.”
“It’s funny,” Jim contemplated, uncomfortable with his own thoughts.
“What?”
“Human history.”
“What about it?”
“They, or we, rather—well sort of—have fought our own full-bloods for millennium. Humans against humans. For what? Different Ideologies? Money? Land? Eradication of specific groups of people?”
“Yes, and?” Tim searched the forest line of the parking lot, trying to pretend that it didn’t matter.
But Jim looked at his brother intently shifting in front of him and meeting him eye to eye. “And, well, my point is—Adolf Hitler, Stalin, Bin Laden. To name a few messed up modern historical charismatic leaders for humans—humans! What the hell? Oh, yeah, we are going to kill all of them for what? Because we don’t like them? Oh no, wait, they have this thought or that land or resource and I am going to take it from them! Primitive, if you ask me.”
“I—I want to be…I want to be just simply here, free of the Plythi’i, free of Huply mix, and free of the Tsr’ Yyd,” Tim said softly.
Jim shook his head and exhaled a disbelieved laugh, “Yeah? Me too! But it won’t work. I know it won’t. And the Tsr’ Yyd—whatever or whoever they are—Vishnu, maybe even Sean. Or maybe the Tsr’ Yyd don’t exist! We are Huply and that is as simple as it gets, or as complicated as it gets. We are not much different you know. Just like humans eradicating themselves, we are just Huply trying to eradicate Huply and the created Plythi’i because they’re designed different or believe in something we don’t. So, what, they have a speciation method that is viewed by us as artificial and unnatural, but so what? We have our own.”
Tim shook his head. “We have our own, but we are not true Huply. We are partial hybrids, making us mostly human, so it is technically not Huply versus Huply.”
Jim ignored his brother. “Neither black nor white but grey as fuck—as usual. And as usual, it won’t change.” Jim knocked the side door of the truck with his knuckle then picked at it with his fingernail. “What about the truck?” He swiped the chrome finish with his fingers. His question seemed comical and pointless compared to their conversation.
Tim shrugged coolly, ignoring his attempt at diversion. “We play our part until the last. We deliver Maggie to Cinco and then the Uag’ ti.”
“Then what? What is the Uag’ ti going to do with Maggie and Nicola?” Jim asked.
“I don’t know,” Tim said softly. “I actually think I really do love Maggie. She’s authentic and unique. I hate to do this to her. I mean…” he trailed off with a frown.
Jim only nodded; he could tell his brother was torn. He had his own dilemma: his girlfriend Jen, though she was human, and so remained a possibility, unlike Maggie, who was the enemy.
“If she were human, or maybe even partial Plythi’i, like a quarter or an eighth Plythi’i like us, then I would be able to stay with her,” Tim said, looking at Jim. “She would accept me once she discovered what’s out there. It’s in her nature to follow technology and the secrets of the Universe. I just know it. I would be able to convince her to stay with me. And besides, only Cinco is confident that she is Huply. I am hoping she is not. I am hoping she is just a brilliant, pretty human with a great singing voice.” 
Jim nodded, not sure what to say. He knew that what Tim wished was impossible. She was Huply. And deep down, Tim knew it too. Nothing could change that.
“So, we go home with Cinco and Eru after we deliver Maggie?” Jim asked.
“I suppose so,” Tim said.
“Well, let’s keep up the act then. Help me tighten this up quick.” Jim walked to the rear of the truck and grabbed the last loose end.
“Sure.” Tim turned to help, then noticed Maggie opening the front door of the Golden Antler under the intermittent flickering of a parking lamp.


◆◆◆
 
Inklebrawt sat in a chair near the back of the ballroom very much away from the dance floor, nonchalantly hiding the wetness on the front of his pants and shoe. Luckily, the white tablecloth hung down over the table so he was safe from embarrassment. He had decided that he needed to stay a bit longer, if only to sober up a little prior to biking home. Spotted multicolored lights twisted around the darkened ballroom, reflecting off the two large disco balls above the dance floor. Everyone else seemed to be having an enjoyable time being tipsy, chatting loudly, and sweating off the excessive perfume and aftershave that now permeated the room. 
“Hi again.” He felt a hand on his shoulder.
Inklebrawt was thrown even more out of his comfort zone as he looked up at Maggie’s hazel eyes.
“Uh, hi,” he said, startled.
“I was hoping you would be here. I have your shoes and socks in my car from earlier today,” she said, pointing her thumb over her shoulder towards the parking lot.
So that’s where they went, Inklebrawt thought.
When Inklebrawt didn’t say anything, she continued, thinking he had forgotten. “You know. When your kite made a kind hello upon the top of my head?” she said, twisting her finger in a spiral with a whistle then touching the top of her head.
“Um, yes, sorry again,” he mumbled over the music and noise of the crowd and looked down, briefly pulling the tablecloth towards his lap to better cover the stains on his pants. A nervous finger adjusted his eyeglasses snug against his nose.
“I uh, I didn’t know you were here. I didn’t see you, Megan.”
“Maggie, jeez, how many times do I have to tell you? That was what, like three hours ago?”
“Oh! Sure, Maggie, right. I didn’t know you were here.” Her features blinked in and out of focus in time with the swirling lights around the room, heightening the mystique of her beauty. She was wearing a long-sleeved teal shirt and black pleather pants with calf-high black boots, complemented with a silver necklace buckled with a delicate silver star and flecked with fake blue diamonds just above her chest. Her short, ash blonde hair, curled and wavy, tickled her neck just above her shoulders.
“It’s okay.” She smiled. “I got here late—had a performance show at The Met.”
“Oh.” Inklebrawt looked down at his pants and scooted out of his chair, tablecloth dragging a bit, and tipped a glass of water over, spilling onto his crotch.
“Whoopsie!” Maggie laughed over the music.
Inklebrawt did not say anything but fumbled for a napkin to stop the flow of water.
“Darn it.” Inklebrawt faked surprise, looking down and grabbing another cloth napkin.
“I’d hate to say it, but it looks like you peed your pants.” Maggie giggled.
“Wonderful,” Inklebrawt mumbled and looked around to see if anyone had witnessed his intentional folly. No one had, as far as he could tell, except Maggie.
“Well, who cares—no one is going to notice, and if they do, it’ll be a funny story.”
Inklebrawt nodded, accepting her assurance.
“Are you here with anybody?” Maggie asked, taking a brief look around.
“No,” he said, done with the napkin.
“Me neither. Well, my boyfriend, Tim, is going to meet me here soon.”
“Oh.” He shifted in his chair uncomfortably and adjusted his glasses again as the 1980s song ‘Time After Time’ by Cindy Lauper started to play.
“Um, well, do you want to dance?” Maggie wrung her hands, tightening them in front of her.
“Now? Here?” Inklebrawt looked at the couples dancing slowly. He seemed a bit panicked.
“Sure, why not?” Maggie asked.
“Um, you said you have a boyfriend to meet…”
Maggie looked around. “I don’t see him, so…um, yeah.” She shrugged and held out her hand.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Do you want to dance?” Maggie urged, offering hand again.
“Okay.” Inklebrawt scooted out of his chair and stood up, completely unsure of what to do next. Maggie grabbed his hand and guided him to the dance floor through a maze of dinner tables.
On the edge of the wooden dance floor crowded with people, they both stopped. Neither Maggie nor Inklebrawt wanted to make a scene. She grabbed both his hands and put them on her hips and pulled him in close against her body, arms wrapped around his neck. He noticed that she had both earrings on this time, two half-moons that looked like they could fit together to make a full moon.
Inklebrawt and Maggie began dancing to the slow rhythm of the song. Inklebrawt felt the perfect figure of her body. The loose jeans and the home-made T-shirt she had worn at the park during the kite incident had been covering up her clear outward beauty.
Holding Inklebrawt made Maggie feel very secure for some reason. Inklebrawt, though labeled as a geek, seemed quite strong and fit. She tried to catch his gaze, but he consistently diverted his eyes away from her nervously.
“She is dancing with Inklestout? They know each other?” Tim asked as he stood next to his brother near the entrance.
“I don’t know. Maybe.” Jim shrugged. “And it’s Inklebrawt,” he said.
“Yeah, well, whatever his name is, they look like they’re getting to know each other a bit.” Tim pointed.
Jim shrugged. “Maybe.”
“I don’t know, they look like the real deal to me,” Tim said, confused and angry.
“I doubt it. No way.” Jim shook his head, reassuring his brother. “Look, just go talk to her.”
“Yeah. This is the last thing we need right now.”  Tim weaved around the tables to the dance floor.
“I’m going to get a beer and drain the main vein.” Jim left for the bar.
Inklebrawt and Maggie danced together through the song, neither noticing Tim’s approach. She held him close and realized, with some surprise, that she did not want to let him go. He was something new. He smelled like pine and cheap cologne, rough but welcoming. His touch sparked a sudden feeling of need, urging her to explore him further.
“Hey.” Tim interrupted their dance and her thoughts by lightly tapping Inklebrawt’s shoulder and appearing suddenly in Maggie’s view.
Inklebrawt looked at Tim. “Yes?”
“You trying to steal my girlfriend?” Tim forced in a light-hearted manner.
“Hey, Tim,” Maggie greeted him with a smile and a tinge of embarrassed surprise.
“And who is this? You trying to make me jealous or something?” Tim asked, nodding towards Inklebrawt.
Inklebrawt dropped his arms away from Maggie and moved aside to make room for Tim to put his arm around her.
“Tim, you’re silly. This is Inklebrawt.” Maggie laughed.
“Hey.” Tim extended his hand, and Inklebrawt accepted, noting the agitated firmness of Tim’s handshake.
“We bumped into each other a few days ago,” Maggie began to explain. “He went to our high school.”
“No kidding,” Tim said, sizing up Inklebrawt.
“Just for one year,” Inklebrawt chimed in softly, barely noticeable above the music. Did she know about Tim and his brother and the stolen drugs? He had noticed it as he walked past their truck outside, but had they noticed that he had noticed? He really did not care about what they were doing—their business—but was Maggie involved?
“…and he gave a lecture at Cornell when I was there,” Maggie was explaining their history.
Tim feigned interest. “That’s cool. Made something of yourself then, huh?” He looked at Maggie. “Do you want to go or what? To the Wage House, remember?” he asked.
“Oh, yeah, sure. Whenever.” Maggie waved her arms then ran her hand through her hair, giving Inklebrawt a quick look.
“Let’s go then. Jim is here, and we need to go meet Jen,” Tim said, initiating a tug on Maggie’s arm to end the conversation.
“Well, it was nice to see you again,” Maggie said to Inklebrawt.
Inklebrawt fixed his glasses with his pointer finger. “You too.”
“Yeah, nice to meet you too, buddy,” Tim said with a touch of sarcasm.
“See you around. Bye.” Maggie gave a partial wave to Inklebrawt before turning away with Tim.
Inklebrawt watched them leave, standing alone on the edge of the dance floor as the song changed to ‘Nothing Compares to You’ by Sinead O’Connor, the lights casting a blue and white hue over the room. Realizing he was alone on the dance floor, he walked to the table to get his suit coat where it still hung on the chair and put it on. He wanted to go home.
Maggie. A girl I lost but never really had anyway. She is genuinely nice and pretty. Oh well, Tim won. He is her boyfriend, after all.
He took one last glance at the spot where he and Maggie had danced, pausing for a moment to watch the other couples’ dances. He could still feel the residual uncomfortable awkwardness of his first-time dancing with a woman.
He tossed aside the moment of reflection and, with misplaced hope, looked around one last time to find Maggie, but did not see her or Tim.
Then he remembered.
His socks and shoes! Again, he had forgotten!
He shoved his hands in his front pant pockets, wrinkling the hem of his buttoned suit coat, and made his exit out the front door of the Golden Antler. Maybe he could catch her in the parking lot.
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STILLNESS DAY MINUS 4, ATTLEBORO, MA

 
Inklebrawt stopped outside the front entrance of the Golden Antler. Behind him, the closing doors slowly drowned out the music and shouts of the party within.
Confusion etched his face as he stared down the walkway that led to the far end of the parking lot near the tree line. With dawning horror, he began to slowly walk towards the sight of a woman struggling against two men near a pickup truck under the flickering light of the parking lot.
That was where he had last seen Tim and Jim’s truck parked earlier. One of the men opened the passenger side door and slapped the woman across her face, before pushing her in. Then he hurried to the driver's side. The other man, who Inklebrawt now identified as Tim, waved his arms in sharp protest, shouting something before quickly entering the passenger door and sliding in beside the woman.
The woman who could only be Maggie.
Inklebrawt’s quickened his pace; he heard the muffled screams of a struggle within the cab of the truck as the lights turned on.
The truck peeled rubber, scraping the light pole as it ground away from the parking spot. It abruptly turned towards him, headlights blinding.
Within yards of Inklebrawt, the truck swerved wildly, sideswiping another car, before flashing past Inklebrawt, just missing him as he dove out of the way. The truck screeched behind him, slamming into a cement-encased trashcan, popping off the chained metal lid, and coming to a stop.
Jim stared wild-eyed from behind the steering wheel. Then his head jerked to the side as Maggie reached from behind to pull his hair. He reached a flailing hand to loosen her grip.
“Hey!” Inklebrawt yelled as he gathered himself, quickly hurrying to the truck.
“Help! Get off!” Maggie screamed frantically. “Help!”
“Ow…bitch!” Jim snarled as he pulled free of the grabbing hand, now clenching a clump of hair.
“Jim what the hell? Maggie, stop!” Tim yelled from inside the cabin.
Inklebrawt forgot everything, and instinct took over as he reached the driver's side and punched through the open window, crunching Jim’s face.
The punch connected hard, but Jim was able to shift the gear into reverse, slamming the gas pedal to the floor. The truck’s tires screeched, churning smoke, then sped backwards through the parking lot and towards the tree line, where it careened into the foliage, headlights bobbing wildly as it tumbled over roots before stopping with a crash.
Inklebrawt could hear their struggle punctuated by a punch of the truck’s horn as he ran towards the tree line and the immobilized truck. Alternating dark and light tree branches lit by the truck's headlights clawed at his face and he tripped over the plastered deer, falling beside the driver side of the truck just as a soundless silver light flashed from the opened driver side window above him.
He grabbed the door handle and saw the soundless pistol take aim again, shooting a silver flash above his head two more times.
Grunts and slaps came from within the cabin, and the the passenger door suddenly banged open.
Before the pistol could take aim again, Inklebrawt grabbed at the weapon and turned Jim’s wrist, cracking it inward. Jim howled in pain. Pulling himself up with the aid of the twisted arm, Inklebrawt readied himself and aimed a punch at Jim’s already weakened wrist. The pistol fell to the ground.
Jim gunned the truck’s gas amid shouts of protests from Tim, nearly lost beneath Maggie’s frantic screams. The rear tires spun fast, spitting dirt into the air, but the truck only lurched forward a few feet before stopping.
Inklebrawt leaned in and launched a vicious jab through Jim’s attempted block, his fist landing square on Jim’s ear and neck with a thud.
Jim grunted and lurched forward, face bouncing off the steering wheel, and slumped to unconsciousness.
Through the car, Inklebrawt watched Tim exit the vehicle with Maggie in tow, struggling and fighting to pull her into the trees.
“Maggie!” Inklebrawt yelled as he rushed towards them.
Before he reached them, Maggie stomped on Tim’s ankle, and both fell to the ground. She kicked again at Tim’s hip, and he grunted in pain.
Reaching the struggling pair, Inklebrawt felt a familiar surge of dimensional power well up within. It started as a small trickle, then surged to the surface as he grasped his Plythi’i Sense. His eyes began to glow a bright blue. Gritting his teeth against the roiling surge of Sense churning within, he bowed his head in front of Maggie and Tim.
Inklebrawt’s Sense, springing from his internal being, sent strings of energy out in a flash of bright blue light that warped the air in a pressured gush of clapping wind around Tim, clamping his skull in an unseen vice.
Tim, reaching for Maggie, suddenly screamed and recoiled, pressing his palms to his ears in pain. Inklebrawt gasped and fell to one knee, relinquishing his control over Tim.
Maggie pushed away from Tim and crawled to a fallen log. Inklebrawt’s projected Sense had not affected her, only the two brothers. She turned to face Inklebrawt, her eyes glowing the same bright blue as his own.
Inklebrawt met her gaze through gleaming blue eyes, jaw slack with disbelief.
“Wha…?” Maggie whispered. Her face was etched with wonder and horror. She rose quickly, not taking her eyes off Inklebrawt and stumbled over the log, backing away.
Inklebrawt tried to say something but could not form words. Then Maggie turned and bolted through the forest towards the parking lot.
“Maggie?” Inklebrawt managed to whisper as she disappeared; the blue glow slowly faded from his eyes. The only sound was the grumbling truck engine behind him over the buzzing cicada mating calls echoing through the forest.
Tim shuddered and moaned, almost collapsing unconscious while continuing his pained crawl. He swiveled his head back and forth, looking around as if he did not know where he was or what had happened.
“Huply…Huply!” he yelled hysterically.
Inklebrawt watched Tim slowly regain his senses as he retreated deeper into the woods, babbling nonsense.
Inklebrawt bowed his head, hands on his knees. He reached out with his Plythi’i Sense, channeling through the physics of known space-time.
Mother? he Sensed.
Yes? came the response to his mind.
I think I found my sister.
Yes. It is time.
Maggie ran through the parking lot as fast as she could, still feeling the residual Sense from Inklebrawt, confusing and terrifying her all at once. The ease with which he released that surge of power! Her own Sense rumbled and growled within, churning energy that burned to burst outward in feverish emotion, if not dampened by her own will.
Fumbling for her keys, questions streamed through her as she ran to her car. What had he been doing with his head bowed like that? I felt it. I recognized Tim’s confusion. He didn’t know what happened or where he was or even who I was. But he knew the word Huply! What had Inklebrawt done?
He couldn’t know. No one knows.
Maggie got in and turned over the ignition.
She began driving home fast, reaching up to wipe the tears from her eyes, smearing eye shadow and mascara. Shocked and confused, she turned down the radio volume reverberating the melody of ‘No One Else’ by Weezer.
What had he done? He shouldn’t know. How had he known? I am the only one.
“What the…” she hiccupped “…fuck?” she asked herself aloud, again wiping away tears and then squeezing the steering wheel hard. She glanced at Inklebrawt’s shoes and socks sitting on the passenger seat.
When he bowed his head, I felt it. He can’t be, shouldn’t be.
“Only I know of it,” she rasped to herself aloud.
His eyes! Had he seen mine?
Her face turned dark with the list of questions running through her mind. She must speak to her father.
I cannot hide anymore, Father, she projected with Plythi’i Sense, strong with pent-up emotions.
She received an immediate response.
You must.
She glowered in frustration, turning off the ramp heading north on I-95 to her studio apartment. She thought she would be safe there. She knew she would be. She had felt the raw power of Inklebrawt’s Plythi’i Sense—and that was what it had been, she was sure of it—she had felt it slip past her and into Tim and his brother, instilling a type of brain manipulation into their minds. She knew they would not find her, ever again.
Inklebrawt is a Huply like me!
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STILLNESS DAY MINUS 11,133, KACWIN, POLAND

 
In 1984, a three-year-old Inklebrawt stood in the backyard of his foster parents’ home, preparing his homemade kite for takeoff.
His tiny fingers unwound the string about four feet in length from the kite where it lay on the grassy yard, wobbling slightly up and down from the minor wind. The lolling leaves swayed gently in the oak tree canopy bordering his yard, backed up by the burbling drum roll of the Kacwinanka river. It gave confirmation to Inklebrawt that the weather was conducive for today’s flight.
Barefoot, Inklebrawt began to run across the lawn and expertly released more of the string. It bobbed up and down, then the wind caught it perfectly, and it waved and bobbed down one more time before its sails snapped and tightened, the kite rising higher and higher into the air approaching nearly unseen status. He was proud of himself as the kite gained altitude, and the wind clapped its sails like an entertained audience.
His foster father watched his adopted son run around the lawn with his homemade kite, joy on his face.
Brilliant, he thought. Inklebrawt was their only child, and even at the age of three, he could tell Inklebrawt had figured out that he and his wife could not have a child to call their own—something physiologically or anatomically wrong inhibiting their biological capability for reproduction. The boy’s instinctive assessment was correct.
He and his wife had promised to care for and educate Inklebrawt when a woman of great beauty had visited their dom holding a month old Inklebrawt. They were so happy that little Ink had been placed in their care—they had told him to call them “father” and “mother.” That had been three years ago, and they had never seen or heard from the woman again.
Until today.
After long minutes of flight, he watched Inklebrawt slowly begin to wind in the kite, performing a flawless landing. With its unique design resembling two half-moons on the outside connected by an inner horseshoe pattern with wooden spindles in the middle, it resembled the fabled design of Atlantis.
His foster father’s smile slowly faded as he watched little Inklebrawt finish winding his kite. He stiffened with the apprehension, thinking of what he had to tell his son. He was not looking forward to it. They would miss him dearly and he was sure the child would miss them as well.
“Inklebrawt, we need to talk.” He spoke in his native Polish tongue as he began to walk towards Inklebrawt.
“No, I need to make better,” Inklebrawt responded in his high-pitched voice, indicating the design of his kite.
“Please, we need to talk—mother too,” his father pleaded gently, putting his hand on his shoulder.
“’bout what?” Inklebrawt squeaked, his kite squared away now.
“My little potomek, can we go inside our dom?” his father asked again, lightly grabbing his hand. “There is a special person I want you to meet; she’s a good friend of your mother and myself. She’s nice,” he added with a forced smile.
“Okay.” Inklebrawt held his kite perfectly wound and followed his father into the dom through the rear patio, one hand holding his father’s and one hand holding his kite.
Inside, his mother sat on a couch in the gathering room. Next to her was another woman he did not know, yet she seemed familiar.
The unknown woman was beautiful and tall with long blonde hair and piercing blue eyes speckled with silver flakes in her irises. Her expression was welcoming and peaceful, and her presence added only more comfort to the room. Her clothing consisted of white pants made of a shiny, smooth material that looked like latex, complimented by a blue long-sleeved shirt—also of unknown material, but it shimmered like satin-polyester. She crossed her fingers together as he approached, and Inklebrawt noticed at once that she had six fingers instead of five on each hand. The blue and silver glow of a single half-moon tattoo on the back of each hand flashed with an unknown rhythm as he approached.
She was the most beautiful person he had ever seen, and he felt an instant connection.
Unusual, he said to himself, but since he was so young, he did not think anything was too far out of the ordinary. He noticed the discomfort of his parents though, especially from his mother.
As Inklebrawt put his kite down on the kitchen chair, his father closed the drzwi to the back patio behind them. The blonde woman at once took control.
“Hello, sweet Inklebrawt,” the blonde woman said with a slight buzzing distortion-tone layered beneath her vocal cords. She bowed her head, cordially acknowledging his presence.
“Who you?” he asked as he picked at his thumbnail with his pointer finger. The pretty woman stood up from the couch and walked towards him, a slight knowing smile on her face.
“Little Inklebrawt.” She met him with a humble smile and crouched down in front of him, putting her delicate hand palm side up to accept his.
“Please,” the woman gently insisted.
Inklebrawt accepted her hand, and the touch tingled his senses; the half-moon tattoos on the back of her hands briefly flashed bright blue and silver, matching her eyes.
“Hi. I am going to play with LEGOs now. Bye,” he said and started to walk away towards the cellar.
“Inklebrawt,” the beautiful woman said and gently grabbed his wrist, stopping him. “Can we speak?” the woman asked. She was extraordinarily strong, even with her gentle grip.
“Um, LEGOs,” little Inklebrawt said again, noticing her strength. His foster parents stood by, apparently accepting whatever this woman insisted upon.
“Inklebrawt, let me introduce myself. My name is Zayla.” The woman smiled gently.
“Okay, I’m Ink. LEGO time, though,” Inklebrawt said.
“In time,” Zayla said.
That halted Inklebrawt from any thought of an expeditious retreat, and he stood, trying to capture the meaning and intentions of the woman before him. In time? It is no solid.
“Yes, you are correct. Irrelevant.” Zayla smiled, nodding her head. Inklebrawt tilted his own in wonderment then reached out to feel her pants—he was very tactile. They felt smooth and nice against his fingers. How did she know?
I know, she projected her vibrating voice within Inklebrawt’s mind, causing him to feel a rush of warmth within, and he smiled at her.
You hear me?
Zayla nodded.
She turned to his foster parents and asked, “May I?”
His mother crossed her arms and looked at her husband, questioning; his father nodded his approval.
Zayla turned to face Inklebrawt. “Let us go speak together alone. I will help you with your LEGO building. I would love to see them.”
Inklebrawt’s smile grew larger. He felt as though he already knew her.
His small hand willingly grabbed hers, and he guided her downstairs into the cellar.
As Zayla turned the corner at the foot of the steps, she saw a wet bar with a walled mirror behind it. To her right was a huge area partially carpeted by a rug with Roman numerals around the perimeter. There were countless LEGO sets in various stages of completion covering most of the cellar. Some were scattered around on couches, chairs, a table, and a rocking chair. The LEGO sets included ones that Inklebrawt had completed by following the instructions and some that were unique and of his own design. The cellar pulsed with the limitless potential of his creativity.
“Come, I show new castle I built.” He tugged Zayla with his small hand. Inklebrawt pointed out the specific designs of LEGO sets: town models, pirates, space, and castle themes. Zayla was impressed but not surprised by Inklebrawt’s building. Some of his designs were complicated and carefully crafted.
“Marvelous,” Zayla said, looking at his structured designs.
“Thanks. My LEGO carnival.” He smiled proudly.
“Yes.”
“This is castle,” Inklebrawt said to her, pointing to an orange-colored castle that twisted and turned at irregular angles, but was perfectly symmetrical and structurally well-designed.
“Very intricate and beautiful,” Zayla said. “Inklebrawt, would you like me to help you build a set or create a new one?” she asked.
Inklebrawt focused on her shiny white pants as she crouched next to him; he touched her knee. Smooth.
“No, I do by myself,” he decided.
“Okay,” Zayla said.
Inklebrawt looked at her closely, moving his hand to touch her cheek. She leaned forward and gently clasped his little palm against her skin. He did not say anything, only stared at Zayla for long moments, thinking. His eyes shifted to focus on her hand that covered his own. He turned it over and lightly touched the half-moon tattoo with his pointer finger, tracing it. He reached for her other hand and moved it next to the other, making the two ends of the half-moons meet.
He looked up into her eyes and smiled. “My kite.”
Then he turned from her and returned his focus to the small pile of LEGOs on the floor and started building. Zayla observed Inklebrawt for a moment, then stood and walked to a table that had sheets of paper with several written mathematical equations scribbled on them. Beside the papers was a well-used pencil and eraser, compass, and protractor. She shuffled through until one sheet caught her eye. She raised her eyebrows in wonder; it was clearly written in a child’s hand. Inklebrawt did not notice her investigation. He hummed softly to himself, content within his own thoughts and the task at hand. Zayla glanced back to the sheet of paper.
(m+n)(m+n) = d2 + 2mn
(m+n)(m+n):m2 + 2mn + n2 = d2 + 2mn
2mn:m2 + n2 = d2
m2 + n2 = d2
It was the proof of Pythagorean’s theorem for a right triangle, common knowledge throughout the universe. More commonly written as a2 + b2 = c2.
“Inklebrawt, did your father or mother help you with this?” she asked, showing the proof to him.
Inklebrawt considered the paper for a moment. “No, I do by myself.” And he turned back to his new LEGO design, his tiny fingers clicking LEGOs together with effortless, almost mechanical efficiency.
“How?” asked Zayla.
“I learn letters that make words and numbers that tell,” he said with his back to her, still fully engaged with his new creation.
“But did you come up with this idea by yourself?” she asked.
Inklebrawt lifted his head up, staring forward and blinked, appearing to be struck silly by the question Zayla asked him. “Yes.” He tilted his head, nodding.
“Why?”
“To help me build LEGOs. LEGOs will be big and small one day,” he said, matter-a-fact and stood up to face Zayla.
“Like this.” He raised his arms wide in the air then pinched his thumb and pointer finger together, squinting with his eye mimicking the potential scope of the dimensions of design.
Zayla nodded and peered into Inklebrawt, briefly searching his mind, her blue eyes and the half-moon tattoos flashed brightly.
He was telling the truth. He had derived the formula himself with no prior knowledge. Before she could learn more, her invasion of his mind was abruptly stalled, and the connection cut off, as Inklebrawt fluttered his eyes briefly and shook his head. His eyes flashed dangerously as if he was annoyed. Do not tread on me, those eyes told her.
Then he simply returned to his LEGO design.
Zayla was left stunned. His ability to expel her projection so easily was rare.
He is more attuned to the Plythi’i power in this life, far greater than Inklewhaat. she thought to herself.
“Inklebrawt. Would you like to go on a trip?” she asked and smiled again, trying to hide her astonishment and well-founded fear. Inklebrawt turned to look at her and thought for a moment.
“Where?” he asked.
Zayla smiled. “A different place, but it is wonderfully comfortable, and you can learn many things, including how to build more intricate LEGO designs. It is a wonderful place named Ply’.”
“With Mommy and Daddy?”
“No. This is a very special place designed for you and others like me, but it is like your home.”
He shifted anxiously. “Can I bring Blue Doggie?” he asked, referring to his beloved stuffed animal.
“Yes,” she said, her smile widening. Still a young child, she thought, so precious.
Zayla watched Inklebrawt finish his innovative design—a LEGO tree fort—until it was perfect. Unique and creative, it was well-beyond the abilities of an average three-year-old. As Zayla looked closer, she saw hidden messages in the structure; the first Zayla read simply said:
‘LOVE.’
“Inklebrawt, may I touch your LEGO tree and look at it more closely?” Zayla asked.
“Yes.” Inklebrawt pointed to the tree, its canopy surpassing the height of his hip. “Look. See if you find tokens,” he said then moved to busy himself with a new mix of LEGOs, intent on designing another project. This time he looked hurried and was squirming a bit in an uncomfortable way.
Zayla slowly rotated the LEGO tree fort around until she noticed another message that read:
‘LIFE.’
Inside a cleverly hidden compartment within the base of the tree, Zayla found yet another message:
‘MDNI.’
She furrowed her brows and tried to enter Inklebrawt’s mind again but could not penetrate it. Inklebrawt shook his head slightly, shaking off the annoying thought trying to enter his mind.
Brilliant, Zayla thought once again.
“I have to pee,” Inklebrawt announced and increased his squirming then ran into the downstairs bathroom while holding his groin from gushing too soon.
Zayla returned to studying Inklebrawt’s creation, marveling. The tree of knowledge containing messages of love and life. Built into one single LEGO design by a three-year-old boy. And yet, he should not know MDNI, and it frightened her.
Inklebrawt returned and asked, “You like? You find?” pointing at his fort.
“Yes. Very much so. And I did find.” Zayla smiled, and the blue half-moons on the back of her hands glowed bright.
Inklebrawt moved closer to stand beside her. He put his hands on his little hips, proudly admiring his LEGO tree.
“Inklebrawt, can we discuss these LEGOs some more after we leave?” she asked.
Inklebrawt did not acknowledge her. He walked around Zayla, intent on adding one last touch to his new design but stopped himself with a second thought and went to the table instead. He removed a few sheets of paper that had been previously tucked under the Pythagorean theorem and pulled out another single sheet. He studied it intently then looked at Zayla as if deciding something.
He had never showed anyone this picture before. He had painted it a few weeks ago and hidden it under the pile. He had convinced himself that for some reason, no one should ever see it. The painting, exceptional in technique, depicted a silver oval floating above the ground in front of a tree line with white stars flickering in a night sky surrounding a particularly large red star that seemed out of place, positioned more distant than the others. A small child floated upwards in the night sky, radiating an exuberant smile, holding a blue dog with bouncing ears and a large bow tied around its neck.
“See,” he said to Zayla and held it out so she could see more clearly. Zayla raised her eyebrows in surprise.
“Sky night love,” Inklebrawt said shyly.
“And what does it mean?” Zayla asked.
“I dream then I drawed. Home for boy and others,” Inklebrawt said. “I don’t know others, but they are here, like me,” he added, pointing to the other stars, ending with his pointer finger on the red star. “But not this one.” He squinted a brooding look.
Only then did Zayla notice that the tree line behind the oval shape contoured to that of a woman’s face, barely discernable to the naked eye unless you studied the drawing with unfocused eyes to reveal the three-dimensional image.
“How?” Zayla asked.
“I dream. I miss,” Inklebrawt said softly, embarrassment mixed with sadness.
“My tears wide,” he added.
Zayla froze and tried to hide her renewed amazement. “It is okay, Inklebrawt,” Zayla reassured him. “Inklebrawt, would you like to go on the trip now?”
Inklebrawt stood for a moment flicking at his fingernail and thought. “Yes,” he said finally, nodding his head in confirmation.
Zayla gave a tense smile. He should not know of MDNI or the Tsr’ Yyd. Yet he does. But how? she wondered.
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Zayla guided Inklebrawt back up the stairs leaving ‘LEGO Land’ in the darkness behind them. She hid the drawing that Inklebrawt had showed her in a fold of her shirt.
On top of one of the two suitcases placed near the back drzwi that had been packed by his foster parents, Inklebrawt’s stuffed animal, Blue Doggie, sat upright on his rump with head slumped over his fat stuffed belly, long flappy ears covering his fat hind paws. His mother and father stood beside the luggage, waiting with apprehension.
“Son, come here,” his father said, bending down on one knee to Inklebrawt’s height.
“Did Ms. Zayla tell you anything that sounded fun?” he asked.
“Yes. There is trip soon,” he said, and then he walked over and grabbed Blue Doggie. He started to rub the bow tied around its neck while looking down at the floor, his tiny fingers enjoying the silk feel of the bow as it calmed him.
Zayla had spoken to both of his foster parents earlier and explained what was going to happen. She had calmed their astonishment with her exceptional charisma, reminding them of the fact that she was Inklebrawt’s mother. Though they had performed their task well in keeping Inklebrawt safe, they had no choice in her decision to take Inklebrawt away from them.
“Inklebrawt, Mommy and Daddy cannot go with you. Only Ms. Zayla will be with you,” his father said.
Inklebrawt looked up at his foster parents and nodded. “That is what Zayla say.” He smiled uncertainly, looking to them for confirmation. They both gave him a nod and forced smiles.
“Inklebrawt. We have to leave today,” Zayla said again, crouching down before him alongside his father.
“Today?”
“Yes.”
“How long is trip?” Inklebrawt asked.
“Very long, you will be gone for a long time, but in a very safe and beautiful place. You can learn and play as much as you like.”
Inklebrawt looked closely at Zayla, searching, deciding. “I love you,” Inklebrawt said, looking into Zayla’s eyes. Zayla gently touched his cheek, reassuring him with a knowing smile.
His foster mother bent down and hugged him firmly and kissed him on his cheek, tears welling up. His father joined in the hug and kissed him on the top of his head. Inklebrawt returned their hugs and kissed them both on the cheek.
As his father pulled away and stood, his mother gave him another big kiss on his cheek and a strong hug, her eyes fully tearing up. “My dear little Inklebrawt. I love you.” It was all she could manage to say.
His father said, “Inklebrawt, when you return,” he glanced towards Zayla, “we will look much older but will be the same,” he reassured him.
“Okay,” Inklebrawt responded, resuming the rubbing of Blue Doggie’s bow between his thumb and pointer finger, though this time more piously as he watched his mother stand next to his father and put her face into his shoulder.
“I love you too,” he told both his foster parents.
“He will be loved and very safe,” Zayla assured his foster parents. “He will perform great actions for the benefit of humanity. I assure you,” Zayla added. His father nodded and kissed the top of his mother’s head, holding her tightly.
“We must go now. Thank you,” Zayla said and began to lead Inklebrawt towards the rear patio. Inklebrawt held his Blue Doggie close to his chest as he left his dom guided by Zayla, who held his luggage and led them to the outside backyard.
“LEGOs! My builds…” Inklebrawt suddenly questioned as he followed.
“They will be there,” Zayla reassured him, and Inklebrawt nodded, trusting her. His heart ached to leave but he was excited at the same time, broken and unsure like two half-moons not yet put together whole.
Zayla ushered Inklebrawt to the center of the backyard, and gently placed her hand on his tiny shoulder, stopping him. Inklebrawt looked back at his foster parents, and his mother blew him a kiss. An unusual vehicle suddenly appeared before them, vibrating like a mirage in the desert. It continued to take form, becoming a solid silver-blue oval resembling a half-moon on its side. It hovered silently.
“Is this how we to trip?” he asked Zayla.
“Yes. Come.” Zayla ushered him towards the strange vehicle. Inklebrawt’s foster parents stood hugging each other as Zayla paused in front of the vehicle and nodded a final assurance. Inklebrawt paused with her and waved, noticing a woman with long blonde hair, clothed in similar attire to Zayla, standing behind them.
“That is my daughter, Yumi. She will watch over your parents while you are away and visit us from time to time on Ply’. They will be safe with her here on Earth,” Zayla explained.
“Okay. We go?” he asked.
“Yes.”
Zayla and Inklebrawt took one last step forward and disappeared within the strange vehicle, though no entrance of any kind was visually evident.
The vehicle fluttered once and then disappeared.
A bird chirped in the backyard, and another answered. A bee pollinated a flower. The wind blew gently around his foster parents and the tall blonde woman who stood behind them.
Yumi led both of his foster parents into their dom
after the silent departure.
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Inklebrawt sat in his apartment, thinking through the events of today. It had been eventful from start to finish. Thoughts of Maggie continually interrupted his concentration on the equation that lay on his desk, his nightly reverie of honest math. The clock on his nightstand read 11:33 p.m.
This is incorrect, he thought as he placed his pencil down. Beside it lay a book on quantum mechanics opened to the chapter titled ‘Time Development, Conservation Theorems, And Parity.’
He looked at his journal, reading over his own derivation of the equation for the conservation of parity which explained symmetry principles and time. Most of these problems involving Quantum Mechanics relied on the fact that the law of physics did not depend on the time at which they are applied. For instance, Newton’s second law and Maxwell’s equations do not change their structure with time.
Inklebrawt was trying and figure out how the Plythi’i Sense functioned. To this day, it befuddled him.
The equation should have resulted in a different answer, according to his work. Someone made a mistake…or they are correct. I will double-check the equation again. 
Inklebrawt recalculated and worked the problem backward, proofing it, and confirmed that, yes, the math within this book was incorrect. Oh well, people will have to figure that out for themselves—just like they had thousands of years ago.
And I still cannot grasp the physics of Sense. He closed the journal labeled Math #88-I.
Inklebrawt put his pencil down again along with his glasses and picked a dry booger from his nose that was itching. He rubbed it between his fingers. The Plythi’i do not have to worry about these, he mused, then flicked it into the trash beside his desk.
His thoughts returned to Maggie for the umpteenth time as he began to undress, getting ready for bed.
Maggie. His sister. He should have known. And he should have guessed about Tim and Jim as well.
Standing in his boxer shorts, he brushed his teeth, rinsed with mouth wash, and spread coconut oil on his face, neck, shoulders, arms, hands, and finally, a small dab through his hair.
Before going to bed, Inklebrawt pulled out a Journal titled MDNI that lay next to the Math #88-I journal on his desk, settling in to write as he did every night. Propped up on the shelf above the desk sat his stuffed animal, Blue Doggie, from his childhood; his silent support provided him with comfort and relieved the necessity to fulfill his tactile needs. He rubbed the silk bow around its neck between his index finger and thumb, thinking. Then he opened a page to the journal and began to write:
Love is not that small. Love is huge and invasive. All types. It hurts the heart and creates warmth and hope within. To think love has no meaning is to not feel. My heart is confused.
A human burden. A burden I welcome, or do I?
Maggie is my sister. Though I knew I had siblings from Zayla and Utyi, they had not revealed their whereabouts or identity, the exception being David.
Magyti Vemmel, Mary Anning or Marie Curie and now, Maggie Henderson. Though I have been with them all in the past, I do not remember those times or them. Nor who exactly I was. My mother did tell me of the Plythi’i Convictions. She told me that I was, at one time, Inklewhaat Winklestar though she never told me of Inklewhaat’s fate. The Plythi’i Convictions never revealed those memories either.
Impossible to comprehend. I, Davati, Magyti, and one Nicogti all lived together long ago during the first Shepherd attack on Earth and Ply’ and now we are back, in this time. Though we lived several other lives before this present time, our earlier existence to combat the Shepherds was not needed as they lay dormant and did not cause violence amongst the Plythi’i or humans. Our past Huply lives, chosen at specific times, were a safeguard against the Shepherd should the need arise for the mix of human violence and Plythi’i passive logic. We are reborn repeatedly in the form of three-fourths Plythi’i and quarter Plythi’i-human hybrid. We are the true Huply that can harness more of the Plythi’i Sense than that of Plythi’i—human hybrids like our father Utyi. The fact that he survived for so long remains a mystery to me. Perhaps he did not and is cyclic only retaining the same name.
I do know this. The last time I visited the Plythi’i Convictions at the age of fifteen in this life, my being was left exposed, and I felt the utter shock of being alone and scared. Knowing the real Tsr’ Yyd scared me. I do fear the arrival of the Tsr’ Yyd and in some selfish way, of what it means for me.
Inklebrawt stopped his writing, realizing his musings were not anything profoundly new and instead turned to the front page of the journal and stared at a painting that lay there—the one he had created when he was three.
He missed his Polish stepparents. He longed to see them again. He never had gotten to see them again. It seemed they had vanished into thin air, as though they were only a memory. His dom still stood in Kacwin, Poland; he had visited years ago after his return to Earth, only to find it inhabited by strangers. The house was the same as he remembered but painted a different color and with new shrubbery bordering the river behind the yard. The tall oak trees were gone.
His finger traced the contour of the painting, and the memory of why he had designed it returned to him. The painting depicted himself as a child with his blue stuffed dog floating in the starry night sky. He’d known at the time that those stars were meant to represent the people he should know and love but had never met. Now he had met his brother, David, from time to time through work, though David did not know that they were brothers or even of his own Huply identity.
Now, he had met another one of them—his sister.
The insistence that Zayla and Utyi shelter David from the knowledge that he was Huply agitated Inklebrawt. David should know. Maggie should know. Nicogti, wherever and whoever he is now, should know.
After he had been taken to Ply’, Zayla had taught him the history of humans and the creation of the Plythi’i thousands of years ago before the last ice age.
He remembered how difficult it had been to understand and control the Plythi’i Sense. He had been chastised on several occasions on the misuse of the power while on Ply’. Zayla was very loving, but also strict. Utyi had hardly ever been present, visiting Earth or preoccupied with his many duties on Ply’. Through Zayla’s teachings, with help from the Plythi’i Convictions, Inklebrawt had learned about his own origins and abilities and the origins of others like him.
Inklebrawt had been well informed about the ongoing war between the Plythi’i-Huply allies and the Shepherds by the time he had returned to Earth. He and his siblings were to be a part of it when it reached them.
The conflict with the Gritmuff brothers meant the Shepherd were here, hunting Huply, which meant they once again knew the location of Earth. A full-scale attack would occur soon.
Inklebrawt closed his journal and placed MDNI and #88-I in a hollow shelf above his desk, concealed behind a painting on the wall. He looked at Blue Doggie propped up on the shelf below the painting and rubbed the silk bow tied around its neck one last time before going to bed.
“Good night, Blue Doggie,” he whispered and fell asleep to thoughts of Maggie and memories of his childhood.
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“Good. Now dishevel your hair and undo a few buttons on your shirt,” the woman whispered in a fuzzy, echoing voice. She stood and waited.
Nicola shook his head a questioning ‘no.’
“We need to make it look like we just had quick sex and nothing more,” she explained then shoved against the bathroom door to make sure it was secure.
“Why?” Nicola asked, backing away.
The woman tousled her own hair and impishly raised an eyebrow over her sly grin.
Nicola mumbled a nervous laugh, “Wai—”
She grabbed the back of his head, knocking his cowboy hat to the floor as she leaned in and gave him a forceful kiss, pushing him against a hand dryer hanging on the wall. Nicola pushed her away, and the woman assessed both their appearances, licking her lips. Nicola slowly wiped his with the side of his hand.
“Fine, this will have to do,” she decided then added, “Undo your shirt.” She tugged at it. “When we exit the bathroom, I will lead and leave the saloon immediately without a goodbye. You go back to your place at the bar and act as if you had a wonderful time in here with me. Understand?”
Nicola, still taken aback by her actions, nodded a slow, noncommittal yes, but his blue eyes still sparked with confusion. His shirt was still fully untucked.
“Also, important: do not acknowledge the man at the end of the bar.”
Nicola nodded.
“Just smile confidently to yourself like you conquered something. The way all you males act after coupling. Understand?” she asked, and Nicola again nodded, though he still unsure of what she was talking about and who exactly she was.
The woman moved close to him, chest to chest. “Do not follow me. I will explain everything later. I will find you. Ready?” Nicola nodded as she placed her hand on the doorknob and unlocked it.
“We go.” She opened the door abruptly and walked briskly past the bar, ignoring the man sitting at the end, and exited without missing a beat.
Nicola followed, picking up his cowboy hat and running his fingers through his hair, placing it back onto his head as he exited the bathroom. He watched the playful—and delusional—woman disappear around the corner as he took his place at the bar and finished tucking his shirt in his pants. There was a man at the end of the bar, but he refrained from looking at him directly. Grabbing his beer, he faked a smile then turned his attention to the hockey game on the flat screen TV mounted on the wall below a bison head.
His eyes were upheld to the bison head. Ever had a weird day like this? he thought to the bison. Sure, you have, poor guy.
 
Nicola glanced at his wristwatch, resting his boot on a brass rail below the saloon bar, and settled in to wait. The pub’s decor emulated the appearance of an old western saloon during the 1800s. Mahogany brown hardwood flooring and paneled walls laced with brass trimming were capped by the classic tin roof.
Nicola thought about how he’d gotten into this situation. Though inside Nicola was genuinely good-natured, he had always displayed a facade of toughness on the outside—hair slicked backed and greased, cheap suit and mock turtleneck tucked into black slacks, complemented by cheap shiny black loafers. It was a look that fit with someone who had been mixed up with the mafia most of his young adult life.
He’d become surprisingly adept in their various criminal enterprises. In fact, he’d stolen thousand dollars from his group without their knowledge. It had been easy for him. If dangerous.
Nicola had never really had a place to call home and had only just arrived in Idaho in the last few weeks in an attempt to escape the east coast gangs in New Jersey. In particular, the Lorenzo family. Since arriving in Moscow, he’d started working as a cattle and farmhand, earning room and board and nothing else.
He now wore a simple tan collared shirt tucked into jeans and cowboy boots instead of cheap leather Italian loafers. He kept his hair still slicked back but left it uncut, allowing it to grow to his shoulders. He could regularly be seen with his cowboy hat, and sported scruff around his chin and lips from lack of shaving. It added to the image of Hollywood dignity. His New Jersey accent was still prominently noticed by everyone, and made him somewhat of an interest to the town’s female residents.
He flicked at the top of his beer glass with his finger. Against the mysterious woman’s orders, he glanced at the man at the far end of the bar.
The tall, thin man had entered the saloon not long ago, asking for a drink then dividing his attention between the TV on the wall and Nicola. Nicola had never seen him before, but for some reason, he made Nicola feel uneasy. Now, the thin man was scanning the pub with dark, beady eyes, like a rat searching for something to eat.
Nicola returned his attention to the TV, then back to the bison. Its dead eyes stared at him intently; Nicola tried to ignore them. Why couldn’t they have put the damn TV on another wall, or better yet not have the damn head at all?
Its decapitated head triggered memories of his years of climbing the ladder in the mob outfit. And what it had led to.
A deal had gone bad, and Brice had lost his head. Nicola had been there, a witness and nothing more. It had been the strange man Brice had been meeting for payment of a routine supply and shipment. It happened so fast and without warning—the man had put a nail through each of Brice’s ears, fastening his head to the wall, filling the room with wild psychotic laughter.
Nicola had fled and never looked back.
Sounds from the hockey game distracted him again and he watched the players of the scoring team hugging as they celebrated. His attention drifted up to the bison head again, mind wandering to what the bison had seen, hanging in this saloon all these years.
Yes, he and the bison had fond memories here, spending long hours together trying to erase their memories by drowning in drink. And now, Nicola once again sought relief from the bad memories, but this bison mounted on the wall would not allow for it. Together, they kept their dark secrets.
The tall, thin man moved off his stool at the end of the bar and approached Nicola, as if propelled slowly by a continuous breeze, almost gliding in his grey-suit until he finally stopped.
“Excuse me,” the thin man spoke nasally. His nose was large and pointed.
Nicola looked up at him. “Yeah?”
The man smiled. “Sorry, do you mind if we change the channel on TV? I’m interested to see if something else is on.”
“Um, sure, I guess,” Nicola said, pushing the remote down the bar with his hand. By habit, his other hand slowly reached for the pistol. He froze, surprised to discover that his pocket was empty.
“Thank you. I just thought I would ask, seeing that we’re the only two watching. Or are you watching the buffalo above it?” he asked jokingly, nodding his head at the wall.
Nicola blinked. “Um, yeah, go ahead.” What? Is this guy messing with me? I can’t believe I left my pistol at home!
With delicate hands, the man picked up the remote and began searching through the channels. “Thank you. I just want to see, yes, let us see…” He cycled back to the hockey game and placed the remote back on the bar. He looked at Nicola and shrugged a smile, barely showing teeth through his thin lips.
“Hmm. It’s not on. Oh, well.”
“What were you looking for?” Nicola asked nervously as he mentally labeled the man: nut-job.
“Oh, a program I thought might be on.”
“A program?” Nicola asked.
Shit, another crazy. I could over-power him if I need to, I think. The woman had eluded that he he was dangerous.
“Yes. It is a sitcom of sorts. I would know it if I saw it on the TV,” the thin man said.
“Alright.”
“Well, maybe it will be on later. Thanks.” The thin man gave an insincere smile, though his beady eyes conveyed only coldness as he nodded politely. He straightened his suit on either side of his chest and went back to the end of the bar to leave payment before propping a hooligan-styled hat on his head and leaving through the swinging doors of the saloon.
Nicola watched him exit then looked at the bison head. Now that, I cannot explain. Can you? Seems that woman had been correct in her assessment—that man is
dangerous and overall weird. At least, he had me on my guard. I thought I was going to be whacked or something. I’ll have to start carrying my pistol again. I’m getting too complacent in this town.
He could have sworn the bison huffed agreement through flared nostrils. Nicola took another look at the faux saloon doors, still swinging from the man’s departure, creaking above the faint sound of Tim McGraw’s
‘Something Like That’
playing on the jukebox.
He remembered the start of all this weirdness, when that incredibly beautiful woman had walked through those doors. Long blonde hair, sharp blue eyes, and a firm, curved figure complementing her confident, elegant steps.
She had walked directly towards him with purpose. He’d looked away, pretending interest in the hockey game, until her gentle touch on his shoulder had made him look at her. Up close, her perfectly smooth features had highlighted her crystal blue eyes, which were flecked with bits of silver in the irises. Blonde hair, smooth as silk, curled just past her shoulders like wisps of fine ribbon gold, wildly enhancing her true beauty.
In a voice tinged with the soft distortional tone of fuzzy noise, she had suggested that they mess around a bit. How could he deny her the opportunity? In the bathroom? Sure, why not? Maybe she was hiding from the man that had just approached him? He had let her pull him to the bathroom, plying him with kisses and firmly grabbing his cheeks.
Well, I cannot explain that woman either, he said to his bison friend.
Nicola downed the rest of his beer and asked for another one.
Not my problem.
Still, he would have liked to get to know her more. Maybe he would—she had said she would find him again.
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The thin man squinted against the bright afternoon sun and promptly blocked the rays with sunglasses. His luck was with him. He was confident he the woman he had trailed from the saloon was the Plythi’i Yumi.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her walk briskly around the corner of a building, her shadow trailing behind, and he moved quickly but carefully in pursuit. When he reached the corner and peeked around, he again saw the trail of her shadow turn past another corner to a back alley behind the next building.
Her shadow led him around bends and alleys, and his progress, despite his commitment, felt akin to trying to pick up a flat LEGO piece on an equally flat surface without any fingernails. Frustrating.
Several times he thought had her within his grasp, only to turn the corner to see only her shadow. It felt like she was mocking him, and his tracking abilities, as she led him around more bends, turns, and alleys.
Finally, they reached a small playground.
A sparse tree line surrounded the park that held a basketball court, a series of wooden benches, and a dual wooden restroom set between the edge of the field and the playgrounds at the far end. Her shadow bent around the restroom building.
The thin man waited well outside the perimeter near
one edge of a building. Expecting her to appear either from the restroom door or around the other side of the structure, he slowly made his way into the playground, passing like a wraith through a swing set and a wooden jungle gym, reaching up to grip one of the monkey bars with his sloth-like hand as he ducked below. He kicked up swirls of dust from the rubber mulch as he moved.
He did not fear the Plythi’i, and he thought he had at last trapped her as he walked slowly to the rear of the restroom entrances, stopping just a shade near the edge and looked around the corner. Nothing.
Silently, he made his way to the women’s entrance. He heard no sounds from within, except for the chirping birds, and a cracking, whispering wind. Confident he had her cornered, he opened the door and stepped into the restroom. A pervasive warm smell of detergent mixed with waste filled his nostrils in a blast of humid air.
It was empty save for a full metal trashcan of paper towels and used diapers and a single, large spider hanging on its web in the corner, weaving threads it alone knew how to create.
“Hello, spider. Did you, by chance, see a pretty Plythi’i come in here?”
The spider did not respond. It only jiggled the web a bit more, continuing its creation.
“Didn’t think so,” the thin man sighed.
He left the bathroom and returned to the clean air outside. He glanced at the men’s restroom door, then down at his feet as a crumbled piece a paper skipped over his shoe, blown by a slight gust of wind.
Next to his feet, he noticed the shape of boot prints within the dirt. He had not noticed the footprints in the dirt when he’d arrived; his failure irked him. His eyes followed the trail towards the tree line into a small grass plain between the restroom and a row of blue spruce trees.
The trail abruptly ended in the middle of the grassy plain as if the owner had suddenly vanished.
The Plythi’i has access to a Tekydi. This should be exciting.
The Plythi’i was the real hunt. She could lead him to the other Huply. She had led him to Nicola, after all. Now, after meeting the Huply for the first-time face to face, he was confident he could bring him to the Uag ‘ti himself. The thin man highly doubted Nicola knew he was Shepherd. Or even what the Shepherd were. The thin man also had little doubt that Nicola had any knowledge, let alone control, of Plythi’i Sense.
He wondered if his fellow Shepherds, Tim and Jim, had had luck with Maggie Henderson. The first Shepherd team to go after Maggie had been ordered to Afghanistan to capture or kill the Huply David after their failure to detain her in her lab. Tim had assured him that he would have no such trouble. The thin man would have to trust him.
He patted the sidearm tucked within his jacket. The newly engineered pistol was loaded with special ammunition—once it connected with a Plythi’i’s biology, it would allow him to read their thoughts. At least until the Plythi’i regenerated their wound. A powerful technology, yet untested in the field. The thin man wondered if it would work on Huply as well.
In their last meeting, the Uag’ ti had stressed the importance of their mission. It was essential he and his brethren Shepherd find these Huply and identify the one appointed Savior for Earth and Ply’—the one who knew of the code sequence that could potentially prevent the Tsr’ Yyd’s arrival. Or destroy them. If they found the Huply, they could unlock the code. It had proven to be indecipherable, otherwise.
The thin man looked down towards his shoes. A paper pamphlet made a tiny scraping noise against his leg as it flapped in the wind.
The thin man reached down and picked it up. Smoothing out the wrinkled page, he saw that was an advertisment for the high school play Clear Shadows.
With a frown, the Shepherd known as Cinco tossed the flyer back to the ground.
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Inklebrawt.
His eyes opened, staring at a digital clock that read 3:33 a.m. The red digits were the only light in his bedroom.
He waited and swallowed hard, flexing his toes, bringing cool air around his ankles as the bedsheets shifted.
Inklebrawt, Zayla said again.
Where am I going? he projected, knowing it was the correct question to ask.
David needs your help. Go to the park where you first met your sister beside the tree. A Tekydi is there.
Where am I going? he projected again, agitated.
Afghanistan. David is there on a mission for work.
The Navy SEALs? Inklebrawt asked.
Yes. Go. He does not know the targets are Shepherd. There are two. They hunt him, though he does not know this.
You will send me the location?
Yes.
Inklebrawt sat up in his bed, and the clock turned 3:34 a.m.
David still does not know he is Huply, he stated more than questioned, stretching his arms above his head.
No. It is essential he does not know until the Tsr’ Yyd arrive. It is essential to keep his wife and daughter safe from the Shepherd, and you will see to both the safety of David and his family and the completion of his mission in Afghanistan.
Inklebrawt nodded to himself. What am I to do?
Complete his mission for him. Keep him safe and return him to his wife and daughter.
Why don’t we just tell him he is Huply? I do not want another incident like Maggie. That was wrong to not let me know about her, Mother.
There was no response from Zayla.
Mother?
Again, no response.
I need to contact Maggie before I leave. I have tried to Sense project, but I cannot reach her.
Zayla’s Sense pulsed within his head once again. You need to bond first; the acceptance of Sense must be established. Utyi and I will make sure she is safe. You must go quickly.
Inklebrawt fidgeted with his fingernail. The Tsr’ Yyd will react soon. This, I know. The Shepherd approach in force?
Yes. That is why you must go now, Zayla urged.
Inklebrawt shook his head in frustration as he felt the Sense withering between them. He knew a prolonged Sense communication took significant effort as distance increased, though he had never fully understood the reason. The physics of quantum entanglement did not apply to Sense, where one particle can cause disruption of another particle across the cosmos concurrently. He had spent his whole life trying to figure out the how and why of projections, and still, he was befuddled.
Throwing off his bedsheets, he walked over to the painting on the wall above his desk.
“Open, it’s Blue Doggie and me,” he whispered softly in Polish. The painting popped away from the wall slightly. He pulled it open and reached for the journal titled MDNI. He sat down and opened to a page with written code at the bottom, code that only he could understand. Though Maggie, with his help, could also decipher it.
He flipped on the desk lamp, wrote a long note above the code and tore it out—something he had never done before. But this note was for his sister, and it was important.
He placed his journal back on the shelf behind the painting, along with several other thin leather-bound journals. He was about to close the painting by speaking the locking cadence, but a thump followed by a muffled crash from outside stopped him.
He went to the window, but did not see anything. Was someone out there? Tim and Jim were still alive, he knew, but he was sure that he had taken care of their memories of their encounter with Maggie. Though there was a chance that his Sense had not affected Tim and Jim as he had intended, and they could have relayed his description to other Shepherds. He should have eliminated them when he’d had the chance—his human side would have allowed him that violence, overriding the Plythi’i’s pacifist nature, but the shock of meeting his sister for the first time had dampened any thought of it then.
The noise could have been a Shepherd. He would have to be careful from this point on until the Tsr’ Yyd arrived.
He left his apartment with the note tucked securely within his front pocket. Creeping out the back of the building, he concealed himself the best he could. The night was clear with a half-moon in the sky, providing some natural light and casting shadows amongst shadows.
Mother? I take my leave for the Tekydi. Inklebrawt received no acknowledgment from Zayla.
The earth was rotating too fast for him, but he had time. It was essential that he deliver this note prior to his departure. He was not sure if he would ever return home. At least he would feel some comfort knowing that he had tried alerting Maggie if anything should happen to him.
After stalling a moment near the back of the apartment building beneath his window—searching again for the source of the mysterious sound and finding nothing—he moved to unlock his bicycle from the rack near some bushes next to the downstairs patio.
Inklebrawt bent over the lock and brushed his rear end against the bush behind him. Something moved, rustling the branches and leaves, and he froze.
Suddenly, a real deer—a doe—stood in front of him, startled. Then she leaped from the bushes in a scramble across the grassy back yard of the apartment complex, stopping just inside the tree line and pausing to stare back at him.
“Hello,” Inklebrawt whispered to the deer in the twilight.
The deer looked at him, discombobulated, and scurried a few feet away. Then another small deer appeared, nudging the first gently with its snout. They both peered at Inklebrawt, then looked to his right, spooked, ears erect and chest muscles tensing. They scampered deeper into the woods.
After a moment, Inklebrawt, though surprised, continued unlocking his bicycle while contemplating the beauty of the encounter.
I will call her Fire Hoof, he decided.
As he pulled the bike from the rack, he noticed two glowing eyes staring at him through the partial darkness from where they crouched on a wood bench on his neighbor’s patio. The two glowing eyes chirped and chattered as he slowly walked towards them. As he approached, an shadow lept off the wooden bench and wobbled away into the darkness.
A raccoon.
Inklebrawt thought of Snow White and Bambi. He wondered if the raccoon was as amused as he was—he had unknowingly waltzed into a real-life Disney movie.
He let himself relax. Unless the Shepherd could polymorph into animals, there was no danger here. He positioned his bike at ready and began to cycle into the darkness.
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Knock.
Maggie furrowed her eyebrows and subconsciously pulled her sheets over her bare shoulder, turning on her side.
Knock, knock.
She opened her eyes to the hazy bluish-white light of early morning dimly lighting her studio apartment through the window above her head.
Maggie sat up as she heard the front door handle jiggle, followed by another knock on the door. She waited, pulse pounding in her ears.
A sharp scraping from beneath the door increased the sudden rush of fear. A long moment of silence was broken by a creak in the floor, followed by the sound of soft footsteps retreating down the hallway.
She looked around her cluttered studio apartment, shadows casting movements that did not exist as they weaved through the compilation of books and papers crowding the single coffee table and love seat at the foot of her bed.
The shadow on her kitchen wall might have moved.
She summoned courage enough to remove the sheets from her legs as her bare feet touched the wooden floor. Her eyes did not leave the shadow on the wall of the kitchen, and as she stood up, it took the form of a teapot on the island stove.
Silently, she made her way to the front door, avoiding the clutter that resembled an overfilled library to avoid making noise.
Her dexterity failed as her toe bumped a book on the ground, which tipped a nearby water glass onto the wood floor; it rolled a few feet, sounding loud as a growl of thunder. She froze, cursing her poor stealth as she stared at the front door. There were no sounds from outside.
Then she saw the shape of a bright piece of paper just past the threshold of the door.
She inched closer and listened carefully. Hearing nothing, she peeked through the peephole. Seeing an empty hallway, and finally satisfied that no one was there, she bent down and picked up the piece of paper, squinting to read in the near darkness.
Maggie,
You and I now know that we are both the same. I cannot accentuate the importance of time. So, I will come out and say it.
We are Huply.
I am your brother.
We share the same father, Utyi, who is almost Huply, having a mother of Plythi’i and human father. We share the same mother. Her name is Zayla, who is Plythi’i. And since Utyi is half Plythi’i, we are true Huply by the genotype of our shared Plythi’i mother Zayla. It is my understanding that you do not know this information.
We have two other brothers: David and Nicola. I am not sure if you know of them either. I knew I had brothers and a sister, but our mother and father have kept us separated and did not divulge your names or whereabouts until recently when I learned the truth. I should have felt our relation when I first met you at the park. There are also other half-breeds named Shepherd. They mean to hunt us prior to their main force’s arrival on Earth and are strong advocates for the opposition of artificial speciation. They think we are the saviors for humanity or some sort. We are not. The time has come for the Tsr’ Yyd to arrive and aid in defense of Earth’s inhabitants. That is who they should fear.
I leave to go help our brother, David. We will all be together soon, and much more will be revealed. Until then, please stay safe and stay close to Zayla. She is aware that I know the truth of who you are.
I am sorry for not recognizing sooner that Tim and Jim were Shepherd. I did not know. I did not know you were my sister until that night.
Zayla should guide you openly from now on.
I trust our mother, Zayla, with all my heart. You must trust me, and I must trust you.
Remember, each choice is a test, a mere moment of today, which is the inevitable tomorrow, which, in that moment the next day was yesterday. A memory of now because we remembered it. It is the embodiment of being. In that we have no choice, my cyclic sister.
Below is a message that I hope you can decipher. It is a code for cooperation and communication with the Tsr’ Yyd. No one knows this code except me, not even our parents or other siblings. I share it with you since I am confident it will mean something to you, based on your current work, and at the appropriate time. Remember, when you read the coded message, do not feel BLUE for ALL OF IT ENDS IN HIS MIND.
Thanks for being you, now.
And get rid of this note. Remember it in this moment and tomorrow.
Your brother, Inklebrawt
Inklebrawt. Her brother. A strange, mysterious man. She longed to be alone with him and get the answers to her many questions. She longed to be away from him forever too.
She opened the door and checked the hallway in both directions, but it was empty. She closed the door, turned on the single lamp by her sofa, and sat down to read the letter again.
Trust me, Inklebrawt said. He needed to trust her. The only other person who knew she was Huply was her father, Utyi. Until the other night, where Inklebrawt had learned the truth. And Tim and Jim, who were Shepherd. She had mixed emotions about that as well. She did not yet understand who the Shepherd were. Her boyfriend had wanted to hunt her down, not date her, and he had played his role perfectly. Was that why he had been so suddenly interested in her research? What were they planning to do with that knowledge? And who was Tsr’ Yyd?
Too many questions.
It took a high amount of effort and focus to confine and utilize her Sense without the spark of erratic emotion that had preceded her projection after the Inklebrawt incident. She steadied herself, rapidly entering a trance state, the process automatic after years of practice. She projected to the only person she could trust.
Father. Who is Inklebrawt? Tell me, Maggie projected to Utyi.
No, came the abrupt response.
You know him then? He said we are brother and sister.
She did not receive an answer. The silence echoed loud within her.
Father, I need to know, she said again, more forceful.
More silence followed, then, finally, came a reply. In time, my daughter. The war approaches Earth. I will speak to you soon.
A war? She thought of what Inklebrawt had written.
The Shepherd? she said.
No response.
Is Inklebrawt Shepherd or Huply like myself? Maggie tried again.
You must now put your emotions aside. Remember our Sense training. You are prepared. We will speak soon, her father said, tone soothing.
No! Do not sever! Father? What about my mother? Inklebrawt said she was alive and not dead. He said her name is Zayla. Is this true? I have brothers and sisters?
Yes, your mother is alive, and her name is Zayla. Meet us both at ZantUm Inc. within the hour, her father replied, his projection Sense starting to fade.
ZantUm Inc.? Maggie asked hurriedly.
Yes. Go there and be careful.
Father?
Silence.
Maggie opened her eyes, her connection with Utyi severed for the time being. Her eyes dimmed from blue to her natural green-hazel.
ZantUm Inc. Strange, she thought. She had been following them recently due to the rumors of their work in nanotechnology. Coincidence?
Maggie looked at Inklebrawt’s note and the message at the bottom.
PHEROMONE DETECTION INHIBITOR:
33-11 MDNI.PRG
EXECUTE STOP CODE:
BLUE DOGGIE MDNI
What did it mean? What did it have to do with her research?
Then her thoughts turned back to Zayla.
My Plythi’i mother is alive! Maggie thought.
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Wind blew dusty air and swirled loose sand from the surrounding boulders that dotted the rocky hill above an abandoned adobe-styled village. The dust added a layer of cover on top of the two already-invisibly-cloaked U.S. Navy SEALs as they lay prone on the ground near a rock outcropping etched in the hill.
They wore the new, untested battlefield Sniper Invisibility Concealment Suit—SICS—that captured and diffracted light, making it appear like the terrain around him. Visually, it reminded him of the movie Predator. Lying still, he was virtually invisible, but any movement would hinder the suit’s ability to camouflage, making them a blobbed mirage against the terrain behind them. In addition to the SICS, a Terrain Invisibility Concealment Blanket—TICB—wrapped both men like a tarp.
U.S. Navy SEAL Lieutenant David R. Wessel adjusted his thumb and finger on the stock and trigger of his fifty-caliber sniper rifle. He licked beads of sweat from his upper lip.
He and his sniper spotter had been in this position, observing the abandoned village, for the better part of six days. They had been ordered to assassinate two Taliban leaders that were expected to arrive at this location; they were on the verge of terminating the mission as the days passed uneventfully.
The monotony of waiting suddenly shattered as a white pickup truck approached the dilapidated village about fifteen hundred meters away, trailing a stream of white dust. It came to a halt across from a one-story adobe building.
“Golf-5, eyes on?” his spotter Lieutenant Ball, designated call sign Golf-3, whispered.
“Eyes on,” David confirmed.
Two men exited the truck, meeting on the driver side door facing the adobe home. Besides a straggling goat, they were the only living thing the SEALs had seen in the village since they had arrived days earlier under cover of darkness. The two men were not dressed like Afghans. They were pale, and wore grey suit coats and matching pants, sunglasses, and hooligan hats that shaded their eyes and covered their blonde hair from the late afternoon sun. With their matching mannerisms and gaits, they could pass for twins.
David heard Lieutenant Ball whisper to Command through their shared com link. “Confirm targets are in the open. Can we Dental? Golf-5 is tethered to targets.”
David focused his scope on one of the grey men and clicked the safety off.
“Clear shot call,” Command replied.
David hesitated. They did not look like Afghans—were these the targets? Was the extended wait time playing with his mind and provoking uncertainty?
“Golf-5 has doubts about targets,” David spoke quickly, still sighted on the two men conversing. If he shot now, he could get both in one shot.
“Wait one, Command,” David added abruptly.
“Wait one,” Lieutenant Ball repeated into the coms, turning to look at David; the rifle barrel was visible and appeared to be floating in the air just under his TICB.
As David’s hesitated, one of the two men began to walk towards the building while the other stayed behind. From their behavior, it looked like an argument of some type was underway. The man at the truck seemed to be looking around as if spooked. At one point, he stared in the direction of their position. David knew it was unlikely the man could see him from this distance. But could he see the rifle barrel? His heart beat faster as he swiveled his sights to the man walking into the structure, unsure of what to do.
“Target approaching defilade,” Lieutenant Ball whispered. “1-3-5-8 meters, wind adjustment, leeward, 11 m-p-h,” he added, confirming the distance with his spotter scope.
David adjusted his scope then focused the sight on the man about to disappear inside. This must be them. They had received intel that the men could be dressed as business casual, but no information of race. So it shouldn’t matter that they looked Caucasian. It must be them. Who else could it be?
“Golf-5 has clear targets,” David decided, despite his remaining glimmer of doubt.
“Weapons free,” Command advised.
“Copy Eye Squared. Book Note. Confirm clear shots,” Lieutenant Ball whispered.
David took a last breath, holding it in, feeling his pulse drum as he followed the movement of the man in his sights. The man hesitated as the one beside the truck yelled something at him. Then he gave a partial wave of dismissal and continued into the building.
David rocked back with the force of the recoil as the shot reverberated off the surrounding mountains and through the valley below, dust puffing up around the barrel and the concealed men.
“Shot,” Lieutenant Ball whispered to Command.
Dust obscured the result of the shot for long seconds before the air cleared, verifying that the round had split the lead man’s shoulder, lopping off most of his head and exploding through his chest.
“Bite,” Lieutenant Ball confirmed the kill to Command.
David swiveled his rifle left to the man near the truck, but he was gone.
“Movement, building entrance,” Lieutenant Ball said.
David quickly traversed right.
BAM!
Another puff of dust sprung up around David and spilled over Lieutenant Ball; the last thing David saw through his scope was the man running into the building.
“Shot,” Lieutenant Ball said again to Command.
“Golf-5 flossed, target still valid,” David said as the dust cleared, revealing only the body near the entrance.
“Copy that, Golf-5. Continue to engage if not compromised,” Command ordered.
“Copy that, Eye Squared,” David responded.
Through his scope, a soundless silver light flashed from the lower open window. Next to him, Lieutenant Ball grunted with pain.
David fired blindly at the flash. As the dust cleared, there was another flash, this time a bright blue light, from within the interior of the building; a huge puff of dust jumped from the flat roof to cover the surrounding foundation. The echoing thunder of the flash rolled up to David’s position on the hill.
Silence, except for the pounding of blood in David’s ears and the sound of sharp breaths from his nostrils.
What was that? David thought, peering through his scope, trying to focus through the dust to where he had last seen the flash. He traversed to the next window, then back. No movement.
“Golf-3?” David asked but received no response from Lieutenant Ball lying beside him.
“Golf-3, status?” Command asked.
“This is Golf-5, wait one,” David responded.
“Copy that, Golf-5,” Command acknowledged.
“Golf-3?” David whispered again, still peering through his scope; he thought he could see movement within the building, but was unsure.
“Possible compromise. Golf-3 possibly bogeyed, not responding. Second target still flossed,” David reported.
“Copy that Golf-5. Use discretion to evade, if necessary,” Command ordered.
Unsure of what to do, but left with no choice, David let his view through the rifle scope abandoned lowering his rifle and losing sight of the building. He  felt for Lieutenant Ball next to him, negotiating his TICB.
“Golf-3?” he whispered. His searching hands found his ear, then followed it down to his shoulder and shook him. Lieutenant Ball gave no reaction, and David’s gloved fingers came back bloody.
“He’s dead,” a voice spoke from behind him.
David froze, still staring at his bloody fingers.
“Get up, David. You are safe,” the voice said.
David swung off his TICB and instinctually pulled his pistol from his hip, swiveling onto his back and aiming towards the direction of the voice.
David frowned, confused, as he recognized the man gazing back at him.
“Relax, David,” Inklebrawt said and slowly crouched before him.
“What the…?” David asked.
“Hi, David,” Inklebrawt said, bending down and drawing back the TICB from Lieutenant Balls body. A cauterized hole leaked blood from behind his ear; the torn edges of the SICS material twinkled from repeated camouflage failure.
“Golf-5, status?” Command chimed in his earpiece.
David hesitated. “Golf-5…Golf-5 savvy. Golf-3 bogeyed.” He swallowed hard, looking at Inklebrawt, and his lips separated, intending to form another response. Inklebrawt shook his head ‘no’ and put his finger to his lips.
“Copy that, Golf-5. Status of targets?” Command said.
David blinked, lowered his pistol and glanced down at the building behind him, then back at Inklebrawt. Inklebrawt shook his head ‘no’ again and made a slicing motion across his throat.
“Targets down,” David said, unsure of his own response.
Inklebrawt nodded then motioned for David to remove his earpiece.
“Copy tha—” Command started to reply as David removed his earpiece and muted it.
“What are you doing here?” David whispered. David looked around then back at Inklebrawt as he shifted to a more relaxed crouch with one knee up. David noticed his casual attire of blue jeans and short sleeve tee-shirt, white sneakers flashing bright against the drab dessert terrain.
“I’ll be quick,” Inklebrawt began gently, rubbing his clean-shaven chin, trying to hide his own nerves. “You are very lucky.” He pointed to David. “Those men there,” he nodded towards the adobe building down in the village, “are very dangerous.”
“How did you get here?” David asked.
“I’ve been here observing. A third party, just in case,” Inklebrawt said.
David was about to speak again, but Inklebrawt held up his hand. “Not now, David, no time to explain. Get to your rendezvous point and leave, go debrief, go home. It is my mission that you do so safely.”
“What about the targets? What about Golf-3?” David motioned to Lieutenant Ball beside him. “And since when are you performing field ops instead of data crunching or debrief at T-11? And stop using my name. Call sign, remember?”
“Fine. We will take care of Golf-3. The men you killed have been taken care of,” Inklebrawt explained, then stood up, casting a long shadow over David as the horizon behind him filtered pink with the coming sunset.
His casual lack of concern about breaking cover prompted David to relax.
“I only killed one.” David pointed in the distance.
Inklebrawt shook his head. “I watched you kill both.”
David shook his head. “The other ran into the building and fired at us, killing Golf-3 with God knows what type of weapon. Then there was an explosion or some sort within the building,” David explained.
Inklebrawt shook his head again. “I didn’t see that. Neither did Command. You killed both.”
David grimaced. He knew what Inklebrawt was doing. He was being tugged into some type of cover-up. It had happened before, why not now? David had known something was weird when the Afghans had showed up as Caucasians dressed in suits.
“Nice job taking out those two targets,” Inklebrawt said again.
“Yes,” David conceded, finally.
“Good. Now report to Eye-Squared or whatever Command’s call-sign is for this mission and let them know you are going to egress to the rendezvous point. Do not mention that I was here,” Inklebrawt said firmly.
David looked at Inklebrawt, and it was like looking in a mirror. He had usually only seen Inklebrawt wearing glasses back at the top-secret T-11 site in the states; now that he was not wearing them, David could see their similarities. They shared the same sharp facial features that outlined crisp blue eyes and ash blonde hair, though Inklebrawt combed his over in a modish style while David’s hair stood just above the scalp in a fuzzy square flat top. They could easily pass for twins unless they opened their mouths to speak.
David finally nodded. He fumbled for his earpiece and spoke to Command, “Eye-Squared, this is Golf-5.” David bent his head down, waiting for a reply.
“Go ahead, Golf-5,” Command prompted.
“Had to black coms for safe egress to Blue Dart,” David said.
“Copy on black coms,” Command acknowledged.
“Golf-3 bogeyed, and both targets confirmed down. How, copy?” David said, staring at Inklebrawt.
“Copy that Golf-5. Egress to Blue Dart. Golf-3 cart pick-up will be relayed, over.”
“Copy, Eye-Squared, egressing to Blue Dart, expect ten mikes until bill is paid.”
“Copy that Golf-5, ten mikes. Out.”
“Golf-5, out,” David completed. He muted the earpiece again and gestured to let Inklebrawt know it was safe.
Inklebrawt nodded, and David picked up his sniper rifle and folded his TICB, tucking it within his web gear. Before he moved down off the hill with Inklebrawt, he made sure to tighten the TICB over Lieutenant Ball’s body for concealment and took his spotter scope, rifle, and pistol. David knew it appeared callous and without ritual, but Inklebrawt did not supply sympathetic words, or offer his help.
He slung the rifles over his shoulder and started down to the rendezvous point in the valley on the opposite side of the hill designated Blue Dart.
“David.” Inklebrawt grabbed his arm, stopping him. Inklebrawt glanced at the village then back at David.
“I’ll let you know more later, but those men down there. Those men—they are not Taliban. They are something else.” He stared at David with such solemnity that it sent chills through him.
“Be safe, and remember, I wasn’t here. Things will be different when you get home.” Inklebrawt squeezed his shoulder and then walked towards the village. David watched him go, shook his head in disbelief, then continued towards Blue Dart.
His muscles were stiff from maintaining the same position for so long, and his stomach grumbled as he struggled down the hill.
He approached Blue Dart cautiously from the backside of the hill and spotted the waiting Navy SEALs, First SGT Dickson, and Lieutenant Evans.
“Where’s Golf-3?” Dickson asked. Lieutenant Evans popped smoke to mark the location for extraction for the helicopter. David crouched.
“Dead,” David finally said over his shoulder.
“What?” Dickson asked, dumbfounded.
“He’s KIA,” David reiterated, looking at him with sympathy. He had forgotten about Dickson—he would take it hard. Dickson slumped in shock.
“You just left him there?” Evans asked, returning to them, and crouching.
“Yes,” David responded, looking over his shoulder again at the top of the hill. “Ordered to,” he added, staring at him square in the eye.
“Damn.” Evans put his hand on Dickson’s shoulder.
David started to break down the scope and his 50-caliber rifle as the black, unmarked helicopter started its approach, landing near the red smoke blowing up dust, thinning it with its blades.
“What the fuck happened?” Evans yelled above the roar of the helicopter blades.
David looked at Evans and shook his head, answering with a verbal, “No.”
Without another word, David hopped on board, Afghan dust swirling around him, mixing with the thinned red smoke. The helicopter left the two Navy SEALs behind to reconnect with the rest of their unit and, David assumed, with orders to retrieve Lieutenant Ball’s body.
David heard the pilot speak into his helmet mic, “Blue Dart extraction complete. Golf-5 onboard and savvy. In transit to debarkation point.”
He had not eaten in three days except for a few drinks of water he had snuck in the dark. No sleep, either. David pulled out a military MRE and ripped open the cracker pack. He rummaged further into the plastic bag and grabbed a grape jam packet—his favorite. Tearing it with his teeth, he applied a small squeeze of the jam on the cracker and took a bite.
He realized his hands were shaking. It could have been from the lack of nutrition or sleep, but he was sure the uncertainty and fear that Inklebrawt had instilled in him was surfacing. He could feel the adrenaline rush finally dissipating, weakening into his legs.
David tried to calm himself. He had plenty of time to eat in transit—about a 45-minute trip—then he would return to the United States immediately upon arrival near location 33, back to the T-11 site.
He had a hunch there would be no debriefing on this operation. The mission recordings would most likely disappear. Inklebrawt handled those—David supposed that was why he had been there. Inklebrawt worked for a company that the government contracted with for secure communication and intelligence gathering through satellite technology, which supported military special operations like the SEALs. But that was all he knew. Inklebrawt had not been part of his team’s training—had just shown up one day during a previous mission debriefing at the T-11 site, telling him and his team that their mission had not happened.
Like he’d done again today. Though this time it had been necessary for Inklebrawt to make an appearance in the field, something he’d never done before. David wondered what had changed.
David opened the rest of his MRE and ate lightly, mostly the refried beans mixed with crunched-in crackers. He snapped open a powdered electrolyte pack and dumped it in his mouth and took swigs of water to wash it down.
He thought about Inklebrawt.
He had mixed emotions about Inklebrawt.
Things will be different now when you get home, Inklebrawt had said. What had he meant by that?
Trying to figure out Inklebrawt’s antics was like trying to solve calculations of the formations of rock growth across eons of creation within the cosmos and predicting the outcome accurately.
Where was Inklebrawt from? Why did he show up in the field this time?
How can I try to understand him? Do I want to? The chance of knowing Inklebrawt slightly better was a bit disturbing to him.
And those men. He had sensed the fear and deadly seriousness behind Inklebrawt’s words when he had spoken of them. David had killed one. But the other? David did not even want to guess at the origins of the mysterious blue light he had seen within the building just before Inklebrawt had announced his presence. It was no doubt some classified, top secret technology.
Shaking his head, David gazed at the setting sun with mixed emotions as it sank further below the horizon; he could not help but feel it signified a closing to this chapter of his life.
Though, based on Inklebrawt’s parting comments, the setting sun was not the close of a chapter but the start of a new one.
The men were dead. Mission completed. To what end? David did not know enough yet, but even as the sun sank, Inklebrawt’s words still reverberated loud in his ears.
Those two men, they are not Taliban.
They are something else.
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Utyi motioned for Maggie to enter the elevator. He followed then pressed the button for the third floor and the elevator doors slid shut.
Maggie had arrived at ZantUm Inc. minutes before and had been greeted by her father at the main entrance. Outside the building was stamped with the glowing blue and white logo of ZantUm Inc. Inside, dim lights illuminated the lobby and few hallways.
Utyi looked at Maggie and smiled. His sapphire crystal eyes appeared old and wise compared to the rest of his features, which had the look of a middle-aged man in excellent health. Long blonde hair—resembling Fabio Lanzoni in his prime during the 1990s—flowed over his broad shoulders; his solid frame and smooth, unblemished skin held firm in its elasticity, absent of wrinkles. Maggie knew he was thousands of years old and could trace his origin as one of the original hybrid creations prior to the last ice age. According to what he’d told her, he and his brother, Uag’ ti, had been the first.
He had greeted her, as always, with a warm hug and kiss on her forehead. They had not spoken much, exchanging only greetings. Utyi had seemed focused on leading them to a location that suited what he planned to reveal to her tonight, and the person she would meet.
“I didn’t know you worked here,” Maggie said finally.
“It’s mine. I own it,” Utyi answered “Well, your mother Zayla does too, I suppose. Hence the name ZantUm Inc., written in the old human tongue designed by Sean.”
Maggie nodded, pretending to understand. So many questions ran through her mind as the elevator doors opened to the third floor. Utyi led them to a glossy black door at the far end of the hall labeled RM I33-11. He placed his hand on the keypad and bowed his head, harnessing his Plythi’i Sense to unlock the door. Maggie felt the release of power, and the door slid open with a soft swish.
Maggie followed Utyi into a room filled with rows of towering black metal boxes filled with humming and blinking lights. They surrounded a single computer console.
“What is this place?” Maggie said, marveling.
“It is a type of communication center for your technology,” Utyi said and continued to lead Maggie through the maze of towering hardware.
“My technology?” Maggie asked.
Utyi glanced back with a smile. “Zayla is at the control console, come.”
Rounding the bend of the last set of towers, Maggie saw a woman of great beauty with long flowing silky blonde hair standing calmly, hands held together loosely in front of her. She was dressed in glossy white pants and a long-sleeved blue shirt. Half-moon tattoos on the back of her hands glowed a soft blue, pulsing in rhythm with her eyes. She wore a gentle smile as she greeted Maggie.
“My daughter,” Zayla said. “Come.”
Maggie froze in place. Minus her own cropped hair, she was staring into a mirror. Utyi lightly touched her arm and motioned towards Zayla.
Maggie slowly stepped forward.
“We finally meet in presence,” Zayla spoke softly, the reverberation of her voice meshed with the humming of the towering hardware around them. The computer consoles and their screens behind Zayla, combined with the dim overhead lights, cast right-angled shadows through the room, sharpening the geometry of the angles.
“Zayla?” Maggie spoke softly, standing within reach of her mother.
“The same.” Zayla nodded.
“There is a lot that I wish to know,” Maggie said, swallowing a knot in her throat.
“Come, sit beside me.” Zayla motioned to a single teal couch placed near a kitchenette for coffee and snacks, edged with a water cooler. A single coffee table sat in front of the couch covered with papers in code and mathematical equations, some stacked below or beside the table on the floor. Maggie looked at Utyi, whose attention was focused on the computers in front of him. He sat down and ran his hand through his hair, grabbing a sheet of printed paper and studying it.
She looked at Zayla again and took a place beside her.
“Father explained to me about my origins and how to control my Sense but nothing of the Tsr’ Yyd or the truth about you. Why?” Maggie finally managed to speak.
“It is a secret that must be kept.” Zayla peered back at her with wise eyes. “Was to be kept, until now,” she corrected herself.
“Why?”
Zayla gently grabbed her hand, half-moon glowing. Maggie nervously tucked her hair behind her ear, admiring the smooth sensation of Zayla’s skin against her own and feeling her warmth for the first time since birth.
“To keep you alive,” Zayla answered.
“Father told me that I was the only one. Why not tell me of Inklebrawt or my other siblings, or the truth of you?”
“To keep them alive, us alive. Utyi was wise to keep it so.”
“So, Inklebrawt is like me?”
“Yes. He is Huply like you. One of your brothers.”
“I thought my Plythi’i mother dead. But…you…”
Zayla squeezed Maggie’s hand in loving comfort. Maggie bit her lip and tried to quell an emotion that she could not put to words.
Zayla smiled. “Before we speak, let us connect our Sense.”
“Okay.”
“Close your eyes and clear your mind. Once we connect, knowledge will flow freely between us like the connection you have with Utyi, but you will attain additional Plythi’i understanding since he is not completely Plythi’i.”
Clear my mind and take my eyes off her? Impossible. I cannot take my eyes off her! Maggie thought. But just as she finished the thought, an overwhelming rush of power and knowledge flowed into her like butterflies flapping. It trickled like the tingling remnants of the last few drops of water after one turned off the shower head. Any human barrier that had been part of her emotional defense was torn down, and a feeling of enlightenment and calmness churned within her Plythi’i side.
“Fine?” Zayla inserted.
“Fine,” Maggie projected in effortless response, still not exactly understanding what was happening.
“That is well. Now listen carefully to what I tell you,” Zayla began. “Unlike the Huply, the group known as the Shepherd are infused with a touch of Plythi’i Sense but contain more human fabric than Plythi’i. Most are completely untrained on how to control their Sense, unless trained by a Plythi’i.
“A long time ago, a half breed named Uag’ ti turned rogue and, over time, gathered followers and led a revolt, resulting in banishment from the Plythi’i designed home world of Ply’. They eventually established a home planet far from the Plythi’i named Exyli’ Fin, and over time, from generation to generation, their blood ran thin with Plythi’i Sense.
“They formed a group with the intention of eradicating all Huply, Plythi’i, and any full-blood human who supported artificial speciation. They named themselves the Shepherd. When they learned that their supporting star would expire, they began to try and resettle our world of Ply’ again. They tried to settle violently.
“Earth was kept from them for a long time; it was a place of myth to many. When they discovered Earth to be real, there were several hostile engagements, agreements, and adjustments over the course of several thousand Earth years between the Huply-Plythi’i alliance and the Shepherds. The war continued, and they finally fully turned their sights on Earth with the intent of restoring their species to true human without Plythi’i interference. 
“Before the last ice age, they attacked Earth in force for the first time and we were not ready—the inhabitants of Earth were not ready. You were there as my child Magyti along with Inklewhaat, who is Inklebrawt, and Davati, who is David, and Nicogti, who is Nicola. You were all killed. You have no memory of this past life, or the many you have lived between then and now.”
“Impossible!” Maggie blurted.
“True,” Zayla confirmed.
Maggie did not believe in reincarnation. She didn’t even practice any real religion. She was spiritual in the sense that she felt connected to the universe, and she meditated. But she did so because there was hard scientific data to support the fact that mediation can change the physiological state of being, and submersing into a meditative state for thirty minutes helped her relax and focus.
“There is proof?” Maggie asked, finally.
Zayla nodded.
“How are you so sure we reincarnate? That is what you mean by past lives, right?”
“I know because I have not changed, yet I gave birth to you several times. I have seen you and all your siblings pass from life to life.”
“How is this possible?” Maggie asked in disbelief.
“I was not provided that information. Sean, perhaps.”
“Sean,” Maggie whispered.
“Sean only knows,” Zayla repeated.
Maggie sat motionless for a moment then slowly nodded.
Zayla continued, “The Shepherd almost prevailed: Earth and its dominant human species had been nearly wiped out and harvested in its entirety, by nature, by the Shepherd and…and indirectly by the Plythi’i. But the Plythi’i, along with Huply hybrids, were able to save the human species, barely. There were few humans left on Earth, scattered groups that formed tribes, and most of the advanced knowledge and technology was lost. The age became myth. Some remnants in the form of the stonework of that age still exist, hidden under the Earth’s oceans and mountains, ignored or left unexplained.”
“I lost my only sister unit, Zabya, as well as my mother unit, Yla, during this battle. Your father was essential in the Shepherd expulsion from Earth but at great cost to both our species, and the human species.”
Zayla paused. Her sadness almost made her appear human as the programmed emotions played across her features. The hardware throughout the room seemed to hum louder during her silence. Maggie was about to speak, if only to end the silence, when Zayla broke out of her reverie.
“It was promised that the Tsr’ Yyd would aid the humans. But they did not reveal themselves in time. Our human creators, and my father unit, Zambric, were confused as to why not. We could not register the Tsr’ Yyd’s non-compliance.
“And now the Shepherd are here again, and we expect them to arrive in force. This time, however, we are better prepared, and the Tsr’ Yyd will aid in the coming battle on Earth.”
Maggie shook her head. “Who exactly are the Tsr’ Yyd?”
“We only know of the Tsr’ Yyd from the Plythi’i Convictions. We think they are the balance keepers, a peaceful buffer between nature and technology.”
“The Plythi’i Convictions?”
“Installed on Ply’ by our Creators to propagate all Plythi’i and human knowledge.”
“A sort of knowledge library?”
Zayla nodded. “For Plythi’i, yes.”
Utyi approached them. “Zayla, Maggie, I take my leave. I must finish the preparation for the Shepherd’s arrival and our defenses against them. I will not be gone long. I will meet up with you later.”
“Until time.” Zayla nodded.
“Until time,” Utyi repeated.
Maggie watched him leave and thought about what Inklebrawt had said in the letter. I trust Zayla with all my heart. He had not mentioned Utyi— why not?
She turned back to Zayla. “How does Inklebrawt know so much?”
“He was raised on Ply’ with us. Inklebrawt is unique and is the key to protecting others, like yourself. You are all protectors of each other, and the human species. You always have been since you were babes—in all your lives. It is a wonder that Utyi and I were able to keep you and Inklebrawt and your other siblings separate for so long, but fate intervened in a timely manner.”
Maggie nodded. “I knew there was something about Inklebrawt when we first met. Even back in high school and when I saw his lecture at Cornell University. Something seemed unusual, yet familiar about him. His actions recently only confirmed my assumption.”
Zayla nodded and gently reached for her other hand, so that she now held both of Maggie’s in her own. “There is hope in this time that the Tsr’ Yyd will aid the humans in their defense when the Shepherd arrive. It is the Shepherd’s intention to initiate a harvest of the female humans and perhaps resettle Earth abandoning their dying planet.”
“Harvest?”
“Yes. For mating. But not in a natural way. More of an artificial impregnation method that will prevent those who are newly born to copulate with Plythi’i.”
“No Huply born?”
“Correct. No Huply.”
“But isn’t that forced artificial speciation?”
“Not the way the Shepherd view it. If they can use technology to expunge hybrids and return humans to humans, setting them back on a natural evolutionary path, then it is acceptable,” Zayla explained.
Maggie pursed her lips, shaking her head. “Father said this place has to do with my work?” Maggie looked around the room.
Zayla nodded. “We know of your research. Inklebrawt perfected it years ago. The design and application are far ahead of what your lab pursues, particularly with interest in bio-nanomachine self-assembly applications.”
Maggie jolted. “You mean the TERRAp? The technology for mapping and terraforming planetary surfaces and atmospheres?”
“The same.”
“That’s just a concept, an idea to utilize self-assembling bio-nanomachines to terraform the surface and atmosphere of planets. We are far from a realized application—we’re only developing bio-nanomachines to improve the healthiness of skin—for now. No one is even supposed to know of it except for a few, like me.”
“Inklebrawt knows. He created a method based on your research to incorporate a control mechanism, utilizing a communicating chemical pathway that alters the bio-nanomachine function based on external parameters such as pH, temperature, chemical signals, and, in the case of his method, female pheromones.”
“Impossible.” The notion stunned Maggie.
Zayla continued, “He created a software program that can enable the bio-nanomachines, when combined in a continuous nanonetwork, to sense the alteration of the external environment, triggering changes in the physics of chemical communication. As you know, this can alter the pattern of self-assembly and reversibility of the designed nanomachines…”
Making the nanomachines cognizant of female pheromone chemical behavior and adapting from basic instruction! Maggie thought, awed.
“…the program can safeguard the human females from the Shepherd,” Maggie finished, following the logic.
Zayla nodded. “Yes. We hope. It is a type of defense in case the Tsr’ Yyd do not help. It is something the Creators were working on prior to the Shepherd’s last attack on Earth, but that knowledge had been lost after the last war here on Earth and was never stored in the Plythi’i Convictions. You and your team helped rediscover it, and Inklebrawt, perhaps, perfected it.”
Maggie furrowed her eyebrows and thought of the coded message at the bottom of Inklebrawt’s letter. She still did not know what the two lines meant. Should she mention it to Zayla?
“Come, we will have time to speak more,” Zayla said with a reassuring smile, guiding Maggie up by her hand and disrupting her thoughts. “You must be introduced to your brothers and stepsister.”
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Yumi stood silently in Nicola’s bedroom, one arm casually propped on his dresser. Sound asleep, Nicola did not notice her presence.
The cotton curtains partially covering the half-opened double-hung window swayed gently from the breeze outside, highlighted by a bright waning moon low in the clear early morning.
Yumi, you must tell Nicola and keep him safe, the day approaches. Zayla touched her mind.
I am here. I will, Yumi answered her mother.
She looked at Nicola sleeping soundly. He had followed her instructions well enough at the saloon. That Shepherd had been far too dangerous for them both, and for the others, for them to afford risks. For her part, she was confident she had been able to evade the Shepherd’s tracking.
After all, Nicola was here, safe, breathing deeply, oblivious and cut off from the world, and she stood beside him. The possibility of the Shepherd following her after she’d lost him was remote—she had taken precautions. Unless the Shepherd had access to a Tekydi, they should not have to another run in with him again.
Mother, what should I tell him? Yumi projected.
Everything. There is minimal time left. Your stepsister, Maggie Henderson, is here with me. David is safe with his family and will join us soon as well. It is time all the siblings meet each other. The Tsr’ Yyd will arrive soon.
Yumi rolled her eyes in frustration at the mention of the Tsr’ Yyd. Time for the siblings to meet. Things were moving fast.
She approached Nicola’s bed and knelt beside him, studying the curvature of his prominent jaw; the moonlit darkness outlined his profile. She noted his strength as her fingertips trailed slowly over his bare chest.
Nicola, she said, reaching out with Sense.
Nicola’s eyebrows furrowed, and he swallowed hard then continued to breathe deeply. Yumi lightly traced the back of his forearm with her fingers, the half-moon tattoo on the back of her hand glowingly brighter as she touched him. Her fingers traced his shoulder then down his arm and firmly shook his hand, gripping his fingers.
“Wake up!” she hissed in a whisper, causing Nicola to open his eyes, catch his breath, and abruptly sit up on his elbows, wide-eyed, looking around in the darkness.
“Shush!” Yumi hushed with her finger to her lips, her face only a foot from his own.
“Jesus!” 
“Quiet! And he cannot help, you missed him by two thousand years,” she hissed.
“Wha—?”
“Quiet,” she said again more calmly and stood up.
Nicola blinked at her and ran his hand through his hair, brushing it away from his face, then rubbed his eyes, clearing the sleep.
“Good morning, Nicola.”
Nicola looked around. “It’s dark. Hey, you’re that chick from the saloon!” he whispered.
“Quiet!” she cautioned. “We don’t have much time. I need to explain things to you.”
“Explain what?”
“Your existence.”
“My existence?”
“Yes.”
“Will you just go away already?” he glanced at the opened window—he should have locked it.
“No.”
Nicola thought for a moment, then sat up on his bed, tossing the sheets to the side and swinging his legs over the side. He looked at the digital clock glowing 3:33 a.m.
“Okay. What? You have a name?” he said between a yawn.
“My name is Yumi.”
“Hi there,” Nicola said with a mocking smile.
“We need to…speak,” Yumi began.
“You should change your name to Yummy,” he suggested.
Yumi responded with a serious look. “I need your attention now.”
“And what exactly do you want to do? A quick fuck maybe?”
A sharp blue flash of light connected in a blast to his mind and slammed him back into his bed.
“Don’t be an idiot, stepbrother,” Yumi hissed.
“Stepbrother?” he grunted, holding his head, raising up on his elbows again. His mind felt jumbled.
“Yes—you naïve miracle.”
“Miracle? Wow, I didn’t realize I was.” He raised his eyebrows, regained his sitting position and shook his head to clear out his vision, blinking furiously. Blue lights seemed to orbit around Yumi’s form.
“You are, in fact,” Yumi said and walked over to the open window, glancing out to double check they were still alone. She turned back to him. He knows nothing, she reminded herself.
She searched the flooring and ceiling, the venting, and finished with the electrical outlets.
“What are you doing?” Nicola asked, still blinking the blue dots away.
“Quiet.”
“Okay…” Nicola trailed off, confused, watching her search. He shook his head again, trying to shake away the buzzing sensation from whatever it was she had done to him.
Finally, confident that they were not being watched or heard, Yumi spoke softly in a whisper.
“It is better this way, I suppose,” Yumi said, turning to Nicola, her face inches from his.
“Better. What? Wait, what was that…what did you do? My head is all fucked up.” Nicola said, slightly backing away.
“Shush.” Yumi placed her finger to her mouth, and Nicola blinked. She peered more closely at him, scrutinizing everything about him, blue-crystal eyes meeting his own. He realized they had the same eyes.
“Listen to me. There is not much time to explain,” Yumi said.
“Explain what?”
“Think hard about your past, from when you were a babe until now.”
“That’s a lot.” Nicola shrugged.
“Think. Do you remember your parents?”
“No. I never knew my real parents. I remember running away from nuns wielding powerful smacking sticks at the age of twelve.” He smiled. “What is this about?”
“What is the square root of 3.1164?” Yumi asked softly.
“What?”
“The square root of 3.1164,” Yumi repeated.
“1.76…5…3. Why?”
Yumi stared into his blue eyes. “No one could know that so quickly off the top of their head.”  
Nicola nodded. “So. Hey, look, I’m tired. Can you let me sleep?”
“So, my little Huply stepbrother, you are very intelligent indeed,” Yumi said, ignoring him.
“Yeah? Wait, Huply what? And why do keep calling me stepbrother?”
“Look at my lips.” She was only inches away from his face again.
Nicola watched her, almost going cross-eyed, she was so close.
“Focus on my lips and listen.”
Nicola did not understand, and he was approaching irritability; he briefly looked down, thinking of the pistol he had tucked between the headboard and mattress. Yumi lifted his head with her finger under his chin.
“Focus on my lips and listen.”
Can you hear me, stepbrother? Yumi Sensed softly, her lips not moving. Nicola felt a wave of tingling energy rush through him as Yumi’s Sense touched his mind. He skittered backward on the bed, mouth open but unable to speak.
“You heard. Good. Now you do the same to me,” she ordered, aloud.
“What?” Nicola asked, scared and addled all at once.
“Project to me, Nicola. Use your Sense,” Yumi said, voice calm, putting both her hands on his thighs.
Nicola didn’t understand. He could only shake his head helplessly.
“Speak to me, but don’t use your mouth.”
“What?”
“Don’t use your mouth—think something towards me or about me. Directly at me.” She pointed to her chest.
Nicola thought about her.
Yumi waited. “Go on, project to me.”
“I did.”
“What, you said something to me?”
“I tried.”
“Try again.”
Hey, whack job, I just did.
Yumi felt a minor tinge of Sense release from Nicola, but it was jumbled and imperfect—the flow of energy chaotic and spiraling off in all spatial dimensions.
“Did you project something towards me?”
“I thought something,” Nicola said.
Yumi stared at him, not amused. You were not trained. Interesting. Why, I wonder? What are they hiding from us? she projected easily to Nicola.
“What the hell? Get out of my head, you psycho. Who is hiding what? Training for what? How are you doing this?” Now he was well past nervous and irritated and treading the edge of being really frightened.
Yumi ignored his comments and questions and pursed her lips.
“Interesting. You can hear me, but I can’t hear you,” she said. “No matter, we will work on that later.”
“Work on what?”
Listen to me, nod “yes” if you can hear me, Yumi projected. And do not be afraid—this type of communication does not hurt you.
Nicola heard her voice within his head clearly, but he was too astonished to respond immediately.
“Well?” Yumi asked.
“I heard you.”
Good, nod “yes” now if you can hear me, she projected again.
Nicola slowly nodded.
Yumi continued to project her Sense. I will speak to you like this for now on. Nod “yes” and “no” to my questions and instructions. Maybe the more I communicate with you this way the more your brain will start to accept and trigger your natural Plythi’i Sense to communicate back to. Understand?
“Plythi’i what?” Nicola asked confused.
Listen carefully, I cannot explain everything right now, but remember that man at the far end of the bar that took an interest in both of us?
Nicola nodded “yes.”
I think that man knows we are stepbrother and stepsister. He wants both of us dead.
“I’m not your brother—wait, dead?” Nicola said aloud.
Yumi Sensed a harsh, shush, quiet! and Nicola stumbled a bit from the shock of her emotion.
You ARE my stepbrother, as much as it nearly terminates me to admit it. We need to leave quickly from this place. Do whatever I tell you to do. Understand?
Nicola tentatively nodded.
Listen carefully. To everything.
“Okay.”  Each time she projected her Sense, it sent a tingling sensation through his mind; though he noticed that it had begun to diminish each time she projected.
“Nicola, you are my stepbrother,” Yumi said again, and Nicola nodded this time, not believing her but willing to play along.
She explained the human creation of the Plythi’i prior to the last ice age and their advanced culture, describing in detail how and why the Huply had been created, and telling him of his and his sibling’s origins and how the Shepherd had become outcasts. And about the war.
“War?” Nicola whispered.
The war between the Plythi’i and the Shepherd, Yumi repeated, tilting her head to the side.
“Of course,” Nicola said facetiously.
Ignoring him, she ended by telling him what she knew of the Tsr’ Yyd.
I despise the Tsr’ Yyd, and so do many others. They failed to appear during the last battle here on Earth and on Ply’. Now, again, the Shepherd prepare to strike Earth and will stop at nothing. The Plythi’i numbers are few and cannot stave them off entirely. I am doubtful the Tsr’ Yyd will arrive to help. I am convinced they do not exist or did but have vanished as so many other species have in the past.
“So, wait. I am Shepherd,” Nicola said.
No. You are Huply, conceived and born of a full blood Plythi’i mother and half-breed father here on Earth. She furrowed her eyebrows and continued, Zayla and Utyi bred Huply, like yourself and your brothers and sister, to be protectors from the Shepherd power. Every generation has had these Huply for thousands of years as a failsafe in case the Shepherd attacked Earth. Well, the time has come again.
Her voice turned soft with memories. “I have had many stepbrothers and stepsisters over the years.”
Nicola nodded. “How is it that you live for so long?”
Speak quietly, she reminded him. It always has been. For us, your life spirit is too short. Human lifespan for us is equivalent to the lifespan of a fruit fly for you. Again, her emotions tingled through his mind.
“Interesting. How come there are few Plythi’i?”
We were created by humans in the knowledge of Sean a long time ago and breeding amongst Plythi’i is complex. It is a creation. The Plythi’i are created like humans but are not human. It is precious, sacred, complex, designed by the mind of Sean.
Yumi continued, The Huply have been known to outlive humans by several years, sometimes hundreds or thousands of years, because of their Plythi’i heritage—like your father, even though he is only half-breed. He is unusual and his longevity cannot be explained. Perhaps because he was the first half-breed ever conceived. My program does not contain that information.
“So, I have that going for me.” Nicola shrugged.
Yumi vocalized her uncertainty, “Perhaps.”
“How is it that no one during this second restoration of human civilization has ever seen a Huply or Plythi’i?” Nicola asked.
Yumi raised an eyebrow. Perhaps some have and perhaps some are, in fact. It is claimed by a few that your author J.R.R. Tolkien encountered a Plythi’i by mistake and classified their description as Elves in his written works. The encounter created a whole new world for his imagination. The same goes for Marie Curie, Nikola Tesla, Isaac Newton, Leonardo Di’ Vinci, Kong Qui, David, Enoch and Osiris, to name a few—some of which were you and your siblings in past lives. There are many other prominent names included in your current sciences and cultural religions, and many not so prominent, but who would believe this?
“While this is
interesting…why did you seek me out now?” Nicola whispered.
I was ordered to by Zayla and Utyi. They told me to protect you and your siblings at all costs.
“When do I meet them?”
Now. Sooner the better.
Nicola picked up a tee-shirt from the ground and put it on.
“And should I trust this Inklebrawt or Maggie or David?” Nicola asked softly.
That is for you to decide. I trust our mother and your father, though Utyi’s groin out-performs his wisdom sometimes.
Nicola snickered, zipping up a pair of jeans then pulling his boots on.
Yumi exhaled sharply. All I know is that I am here to bring you to Utyi and Zayla. They have instructions for you, and we must tread carefully. We are being hunted.
“Great,” Nicola said, as he tucked in his shirt and grabbed his cowboy hat from the bedpost, placed it on his head carefully tucking his hair behind his ears.
Over Nicola’s shoulder, Yumi saw a shadow shift behind the curtained window and held her finger to her lips grabbing Nicola’s arm. Her eyes widened as the shadow took form. Nicola gave her a questioning look just as the curtain abruptly whipped to the side to reveal Cinco.
Cinco snarled as he raised a pistol weapon towards them both.
“Down!” Yumi yelled, yanking Nicola to the floor.
Cinco’s pistol silently flashed silver three times above their heads and holes appeared in Nicola’s dresser and wall. Yumi sent a projected Sense blast towards Cinco, sending a sharp flash of blue through the bedroom. It only managed to disrupt him slightly, but allowed just enough time for Yumi to pull Nicola out the door.
“Run!” Yumi yelled, pushing him ahead of her down the hallway.
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Leading the way, Nicola stumbled through the hall towards the stairway while he tried once again to blink away the blue dots in his vision.
Another silver shot flashed and Yumi screamed and tumbling to the floor, holding her arm. A hole appeared in the wall inches from her head.
“Yumi!” Nicola stopped and pulled her up, and they managed to scramble down the stairs into the foyer and to the front door.
Turning the bolt lock, Nicola fumbled with the chain lock.
“Dammit! In here!” He guided Yumi into the living room off to the side. Cinco entered the foyer just as they disappeared behind the wall. Cinco wasted no time as he nimbly followed them around the corner, seeing the locked front door and quickly guessing that they had taken a dead-end route.
CRUNCH!
A well-placed elbow smashed into Cinco’s face, cracking his nose inward, and his weapon silently flashed silver towards the ground, blasting a hole between Nicola’s feet. Nicola grabbed Cinco’s arm and struggled to wrench the weapon away from him. Cinco, thin arms deceptively strong, simply tugged away from Nicola’s grip and pushed him back. The counter-move provided enough room for Yumi to throw a pot of daisies against the side of Cinco’s face, and the distraction enabled Nicola to leap forward and tackle Cinco to the floor, cowboy hat flying and pulling window drapes down on them both.
Nicola and Cinco struggled against each other in a tangle, and Cinco’s weapon spun from his hand, sliding across the floor and into the wall beside them. Yumi lurched over to pick it up, but the two men blocked her path. Nicola broke away from Cinco just enough to let loose a powerful fist to his already damaged face. Cinco grunted and tried to retaliate, but his efforts were weak, and his counterpunch skimmed Nicola’s shoulder and jaw with minimal impact. Nicola connected again with the side of Cinco’s head and had pulled back for another when he heard Yumi’s shout.
“Stop!” Yumi yelled, pointing Cinco’s own weapon at him.
Both Nicola and Cinco looked at Yumi, frozen. Cinco tried one last twist to escape, but Nicola restrained him.
“You will both stop now!” Yumi said with authority.
“Nicola, get off him,” she said, waving the weapon to the side and again pointing it at Cinco.
Nicola pushed Cinco away as he stood up, using his chest as leverage and pushing his hand through his hair, clearing his bangs. Cinco looked at Yumi and touched his face and sneezed, forcing blood and snot from his nose as he started to rise. His fierce blue eyes did not leave her.
“Don’t. Move,” Yumi said, still pointing his weapon towards his head.
“Yes, well, I see that I shouldn’t.” Cinco snorted.
“Yumi?” Nicola said as he moved beside her.
“What?”
She eyed Nicola out of the corner of her eye and felt another twinge of disruption from her arm wound.
“I’m fine. Watch him.” She motioned towards Cinco.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Cinco said calmly.
“Now what?” Nicola asked not taking his eyes off the man from the saloon.
“Get up. Slowly,” Yumi prompted with her weapon. Cinco sat up and propped his elbows on his knees and bent his head down, for all purposes looking defeated.
“Who sent you here?” Yumi asked.
Cinco slowly looked up. “The Uag’ ti.”
Yumi released a subtle gasp. She had thought Uag’ ti had been killed in the last major battle thousands of years ago. Uag’ ti, The Freedom Spirit, The Shepherds’ Calling, and the firstborn of Plythi’i and human hybrid along with his brother Utyi.
“He is dead,” Yumi said, sure of herself.
“Maybe, but not his ideology,” Cinco retorted, though he knew different.
“You are here on Earth as the preliminary Shepherd strike force?” Yumi questioned.
Cinco nodded. “Maybe.”
“Who else are you here to murder?” Yumi asked.
“Murder? I prefer the term remove or capture. Murder usually has an emotional reasoning. But to answer your question—only him.” Cinco pointed at Nicola.
“And who else? Myself?” Yumi asked. Cinco shook his head no, again wiping his nose as a drop of blood dripped down, staining his grey pants.
“Then who else?” Yumi urged again.
Cinco stared through watery eyes, visibly resisting the pain. “Give me the code, Plythi’i,” he said. Then he looked at Nicola. “Or you, Huply.”  
Yumi stood still, weapon still aimed, unable to compute.
“Either you know it, or he knows it.” Cinco nodded his head towards Nicola.
“What code?” Yumi asked.
Cinco smirked. “Great. You see, all I want to do is be done with this and go home to my kids and wife.” His comment caught both Yumi and Nicola off guard.
“I know of no code,” Yumi said, finally.
Cinco stretched his nose and jaw and smiled, mouth bloody. He sneezed more blood and grabbed the bridge of his nose, then glanced at the blood on his fingers. “Yes, you do. Or Nicola does.”
Nicola shook his head and tried to stem his nerves by rubbing his hand through his hair again.
“Give me the code, and I am gone from the both of you, no more death,” Cinco said, still staring at Nicola.
Nicola glared. “I don’t know what you are talking about or who you are.” He looked at Yumi for some type of assurance.
Cinco sighed. “I am Cinco. I was sent here to track you down and find the code. I am a father of two, husband, and friend. I know you to be Yumi the Plythi’i and Nicola the Huply. Now you know me.”
“Sorry, man, but you’re not my friend,” Nicola said.
“What is this code?” Yumi asked.
Cinco rubbed his lips with the side of his hand, wiping another trickle of blood. “The code is the key to stopping the Tsr’ Yyd. You know this, Nicola.”
Nicola shook his head. “You’ve got the wrong guy.”
This Shepherd is mixed up, Yumi thought.
“He doesn’t know anything,” she said outloud, with a nod to Nicola.
Cinco looked at Yumi. “Then Maggie Henderson or David Wessel.”
Maggie or David? He knows about them? Yumi thought to herself.
“I don’t who are talking about,” Yumi answered quickly.
But the thought was not only to herself. Cinco heard it as well.
The Shepherd’s weapon round—the one that had hit her—was a new technology, one that had just been proven very effective. It contained a trace element that, after striking a Plythi’i’s biology, would send an immediate transmission of Sense to the one who had held the weapon, creating a connection between the shooter and victim. So long as the shooter retained some Plythi’i blood, they would be able to hear the Plythi’i victim’s thoughts. The synthetic Plythi’i Sense link would not last long—only until the Plythi’i repaired the damage.
“Oh? I think you know them well.” Cinco smiled, mincing the words through thin lips and blood.
He does not know about Inklebrawt. He did not mention him, Yumi thought.
Cinco looked at her and wondered.
“Or Inklebrawt, maybe? He was a possibility, but now he just made the list.”
Yumi tried to hide her surprise but couldn’t completely hide her gasp. How could he know? Impossible!
Yumi tried to turn his questioning away from her step siblings. “This code. It has something to do with the Tsr’ Yyd? They don’t exist.”
“Oh? They do,” Cinco said with confidence.
“What information does this code contain?” Yumi asked.
“The information to curtail the Tsr’ Yyd’s arrival or expedite their departure if we should be too late.”
“Explain more,” Yumi insisted.
“I don’t think so,” Cinco said, standing up fully and taking a step back, glancing towards the foyer.
“Don’t move!” Yumi ordered, shaking the pistol towards him.
Cinco just smiled, knowing his weapon would not function in Plythi’i hands.
“I’m okay, I think,” Cinco said and leaped at Yumi with incredible speed.
Yumi tried to pull the trigger, but her passive internal program denied her the action. Cinco’s grip wrangled the weapon away from Yumi. His other arm lashed out wildly, backhand fist smashing into Yumi’s face, shoving her backward.
Nicola tried to react to Cinco’s lightning-fast attack, but before he could, he found the weapon pointing directly at him, stopping his attempt.
Yumi Sense blasted Cinco, filling the room with a flash of bright blue light, but Cinco shrugged off her attack, expecting it.
“Not this time Plythi’i.” Cinco smirked through a grimace, blinking.
“Where is this Inklebrawt, then?” Cinco pointed the weapon at Yumi.
“I can’t see!” Nicola yelled and backed up into the window, staring wildly around the room.
Ignoring Nicola, Cinco asked Yumi again, “Where is Inklebrawt? I need that code.”
Yumi licked her lips, trying to shelter programmed fear within.
Cinco’s weapon flashed and a soundless bright silver light tore a hole through Yumi’s leg, splitting her femur bone and forcing her to one knee at the lack of structural support.
“The code, Plythi’i! Or this Huply gets a nice hole in the head!” Cinco pointed the weapon at Nicola.
“Stop! Okay!” Yumi gasped, putting her hand up in defense.
“Better.” Cinco calmed and cracked a thin smile through clenched teeth. “Look, I just want to get the code and go home. Tell me where Inklebrawt is.”
Yumi thought for a moment. He does not know where Inklebrawt lives. The image of his apartment complex off David Lane in North Attleboro, Massachusetts entered her mind. The location instantly linked the image to Cinco’s mind.
Her thought continued, I know Inklebrawt keeps all his valued notebooks there, but I am not sure if he has anything to do with a code for the Tsr’ Yyd, though out of the siblings, he knows the most since he was trained on Ply’. I cannot, will not, give him away.
Cinco heard it all.
“Inklebrawt moves a lot. I have no idea where he is,” Yumi finally managed, standing unsteadily as her leg began to heal with a crack.   
Cinco watched in partial envy. He knew the Plythi’i could regenerate, but now he was witnessing the magnitude of their design. It was time to leave before she fully healed. She had given him all that he needed. He would find Inklebrawt and the code.
“Goodbye, Plythi’i,” Cinco said as he turned and left without a backwards glance.
“Yumi?” Nicola asked.
Yumi looked at Nicola, still trying to clear his distorted vision. The projection Sense she had released had been far too invasive for him, it seemed.
“Where did he go?” Nicola asked.
“He left. Come. We must go ourselves,” she said, hobbling over to him.
“Just let me be. What happened?” Nicola tried to move away from her blurry form reaching for his wrist.
“No, you come with me to visit Zayla and Utyi. I’m not sure why he left so suddenly.”
“So we just let him go?” Nicola asked as Yumi guided him to the front door.
“No. I didn’t let him go. My projected Sense revealed enough about where he hides, the Uag’ ti included.”
“So…” Nicola began.
She opened the front door and tugged Nicola through.
“We go.” Yumi glanced at her regenerating arm and split leg as she hobbled through the front yard. “I need to get this fully repaired, then we will meet with Zayla and Utyi.”
The Uag’ ti lives!
Cinco did not lie. Her mind whirled with disbelief as she guided Nicola to the location of her Tekydi.
“Where are we going? I still can’t see right,” Nicola said as Yumi half-dragged him by the arm.
“To Zayla.” Yumi stopped in front of a blue diamond spruce tree. “This may feel weird. When I guide you one more step, you will travel with me in what is named a Tekydi. It may disorient you. If you are the progeny of Zayla and Utyi, then you will be fine. If you are not, you will die.”
“What?”
Yumi tugged Nicola into an empty space before he could protest further, and they both disappeared.
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STILLNESS DAY MINUS 2, PUMA PUNKU, BOLIVIA

 
A day after arriving from Afghanistan, Inklebrawt received a notification that the program he had designed at ZantUm Inc. had compiled successfully.
He knew that someone had attempted to tamper with its code during testing several times; he also knew they had failed, though they would most likely try again. The code had safeguarded its programmed path and functioned as Inklebrawt had intended. The launch had occurred weeks ago, but the date for activation was not set for another week, though it would deploy its program sooner if the Shepherd should arrive and set off the gravity sensor software. When it did, he would have to dedicate all his time and effort in shielding the program’s execution from internal error or external interference.
Knowing time was limited, but needing to find answers, Inklebrawt decided to visit a place he always wanted to go.
He utilized a Tekydi and arrived in Tiwanaku, Bolivia, near the archeological site Puma Punku.
Home.
He realized that his persistent thirst for knowledge and studious detail of books, photos, and videos concerning Puma Punku had made him feel at home. Well, the home of the Inklewhaat who had lived thousands of years ago. Had his other lives returned to this same location? He could not remember; neither the Plythi’i Convictions or his mother and father could—or would—disseminate the information to him.
Inklebrawt knelt in front of one of the so-called ‘H-blocks’ and was amazed at the perfect design and engineered cuts that had shaped the stone. He scrutinized the precision of the measured degrees of the angled cuts and drilled holes in the solid red sandstone, andesite, and granite rock. Some of the basalt-andesite blocks had bow-tie-shaped impressions where the blocks had been bound together to stabilize the structure with some form of applied metallurgy. His fingers ran along one of the edges of the block; it was still sharp, even after ten thousand years. The face was smooth as silk, like his Blue Doggie’s bow. The cuts were within 1/1100 of an inch—laser precision.
One of the blocks stood out to him. As he touched the shaped stone, he felt a flash of something like déjà vu. A version of him had been here before. Here, at this exact place, near this H-block, he could feel Inklewhaat. He could feel his self, his Dighi’.
Inklebrawt could also feel the human connection to these people that had lived here. They were just like him, no difference, despite the time gap. Same worries, hopes, laughs, heartbreak. The process of discovery had repeated itself, allowing for the fruition of modern technology.
The archaeological site seemed larger and more spread out than the depicted images he had filed in his memory from his readings. In the distance across the 13,000 feet long plateau, he had a clear view of Lake Titicaca and the valley ringed by rolling hills and massive multicolored mountains. Most scholars maintained that the Incas and the Olmecs had created these complex, sophisticated designs with simple engineering technology of rolling wooden logs and copper tools, moving the tons of stone by water using canals and boats made of reed.
The Incas and Olmecs might have used the already-cut stone and to build their city to their own design and with their more limited technology, but they had not been the original craftsman—that was clear. The work of the most recent civilizations, the Incas or Mayans, though ingenious in architecture and astronomy, lacked the tools to fabricate such work as these H-blocks.
Inklebrawt had needed to see, smell, and touch the blocks in person to verify the conclusions of his research. It matched what he had thought, and a feeling of overwhelming comfort rushed through his body as looked across the plateau.
The stone cuts and masonry had been designed sometime before the last ice age by a civilization long lost to history. His ancestors. The precision of the cuts and drill holes showed evidence of carbon-based tipped tools. The potential application of such technology was available in modern times, though it would still be difficult to reproduce.
A feeling of excitement and conflicting comfort crawled under his skin as he strolled through the broken complex—it was like visiting an old battlefield and walking among lingering ghosts, learning who they had been during their time on Earth. He could almost hear and see the builders and the community hustling about their daily business: farming, smelting, selling goods, learning, teaching, and praying.
Most scholars agreed that this was a meeting place for the Gods. Perhaps, Inklebrawt thought. Maybe for other civilizations that had stumbled on them, but not for the original builders.
Inklebrawt had the ability to see the how and the why of the structures around him. In his mind, this was clearly a mining complex, and—some could justify—an advanced industrial complex. Several original pieces of the worked stone pointed to such evidence, ranging from the stone cylinder and u-shaped canals to the shaped pits with urn-like bowls and drilled holes into a sharpened square and triangle blocks, ranging from one pound to a hundred and thirty tons. One block had evidence of refined delicate drilling. Inklebrawt measured the holes spaced three inches apart, all drilled at the same depth along a finely honed vertical line indentation of a depth of thirty-three millimeters.
All these blocks stood in silent testimony of the civilization’s technological prowess.
Perhaps they had funneled water from Lake Titicaca to help with the mining activities, farming, and with public washing and waste. The geological landscape had been different thousands of years ago, evident in the partial excavations in progress. Silt deposits lay meters thick in most areas, as if the lake itself had emptied in a huge tidal wave, covering the complex in mud. But even that could have come at a much later date than when the complex had been newly built.
No, this settlement contained structures for permanent habitation, not a meeting place to worship Gods.
As he walked, he took his own photos. The images he captured had been missed by others, but Inklebrawt had the ability to piece them together like a giant puzzle within his mind.
Finished making his observations, he stepped into the Tekydi to return home.
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The approaching Shepherd fleet passed Mars, some stopping to refuel and resupply on the newly reactivated artificial moons of Phobos and Deimos. Created millenniums ago by the space-faring human civilization on Earth, and with the aid of the newly created Plythi’i, the moons still contained the abandoned and forgotten materials for the terraforming of Mars. Knowledge of it had only survived in the texts of lost or destroyed religions, becoming myth.
The icosahedral shape of the Travel Bearer ships seemed to tumble through space with no distinguishable bow or stern or starboard or port. Each ship rotated like a giant twenty-sided dice tossed through the vacuum of space.
The fleet contained all the necessities and sustainable commodities to establish the beginning of a new civilization on a distant planet. Each Travel Bearer contained food, mining, construction, and medical equipment, and eco-altering farming and animal husbandry supplies, fuel, spare parts, and entertainment supplies.
The upgraded Mog VI class battleships zipped through space like giant silver cylindrical cigars, ready to expel their contents into the atmosphere of any planet. Each Mog VI contained hundreds of similarly shaped attack ships that would perform air and ground attacks once within an atmosphere and were each capable of deploying Shepherd soldiers on the ground.
The gravimetric sensor receptors on the bio-nanomachines surrounding Earth detected the subtle warp of space-time caused by the approaching Shepherd fleet.
The molecularly imprinted polymer gravimetric receptors on the bio-nanomachines underwent a conformational change and expelled electrochemical warnings throughout the connected massive bio-nanotubes, activating the trillions of bio-nanomachines surrounding Earth. The unified message notified the ZantUm Inc. hardware within room I33-11, initiating the start of the program MDNI.
Inklebrawt’s program came to life.
◆◆◆
 
A buzzing noise reverberated within Inklebrawt’s ears, stabbing to a crescendo behind his right eye as he sat on his sofa in his apartment.
“Oh! Ahh!” Inklebrawt screamed as he abruptly dropped his garden design magazine on the coffee table, right hand closed over the pain.
Too soon! I’m not ready! Inklebrawt panicked and tried to escape the sensation.
Stab. Scrape. Twist. Grind. Searing pain pummeled Inklebrawt behind his eye, bringing him to his knees. He screamed once then held in his breath, cringing.
“No, no, no, no, not yet!” He mumbled through his grinding teeth, words feeling like they were ripping through tensing muscles. For a moment it felt as if his whole body would stiffen to rigor mortis.
The sharp pain disappeared abruptly. He sighed and whimpered, breathing hard rasps and blinking his eyes. The cramping tension that had forced his left hand to stiffen along his waist and his legs to tighten finally relaxed and dissipated.
He crawled to the window that faced the backyard and pulled himself up with shaky limbs, legs quivering as he looked outside.
A shadow moved in the tree line and took the form of a doe; she appeared to be staring at him through the window. The doe’s shiny brown coat glinted from the late afternoon sunlight shining through the grey-green haze of the tree canopy. She seemed to bow towards him. The contour of the tree foliage took on the shape of a woman’s face he knew to be his mother’s. He wiped to clear the tears from his eyes.
“Hello, Fire Hoof.” Inklebrawt smiled.
BAM!
The sharp pain returned in force and brought him to his knees.
“No! No! Not Yet!” Inklebrawt cried. He fought to control his stiffening body and break loose the vise around his head. He crouched on his elbows and knees, rocking back and forth, struggling to conjure any type of protection from the scorching needle-like pain behind his eye as it twisted with malice.
“I’m not ready! No…No!” he cringed and banged his fist on the floor in defiance. His last sane thoughts fled as he surrendered to the will of the new arrival.
Writhing in pain, the Tsr’ Yyd made their presence known to Inklebrawt.
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Directed by what he’d seen through Yumi’s Sense, Cinco made his way to the apartment on David Lane. He stood in the bushes across a parking lot, surveying the brown apartment complex for a long moment. Yumi’s Plythi’i' memory was detailed, and painted a perfect picture of where Inklebrawt lived. He approached the main entrance cautiously.
At the top of the steps, the front door was partially propped open by a wooden block at its base.
So much for security, Cinco thought.
Just inside the hallway, a mail lady was locking a unit of mailboxes set within the wall with a skeleton key. Cinco backed away as the she burst through the door.
“Oh, my! Sorry!” she said, almost bumping into him.
“No worries. You saved me some time, actually,” Cinco said.
“Oh?”
“The door buzzer—I don’t have to press it. I’m here to visit with my friend, Inklebrawt,” Cinco said.
“Oh, yes, Inklebrawt. I know him.”
Cinco shrewdly placed a foot on the doorstep and bent down to remove the block. “I see he placed this for me.”
“Actually, I placed it there,” the mail lady said.
“Oh, well, I guess you beat him to it.” Cinco gave her a charming smile.
“Humph, guess so.” She eyed Cinco.
He was already through the doorway, shifting past her. “Thanks so much. I’ll let Inklebrawt know the mail came,” he said.
“Well, he didn’t get any today, otherwise, I would send it up with you…”
“Victor,” Cinco said confidently.
“Sure. Well, tell him Little Bella says hi.”
“Will do.”
“Bye. Have a good one!” she said, adjusting the mailbag on her shoulder.
“Bye.”
Cinco watched the mail lady walk down the sidewalk to the next unit, continuing her route, before he turned to the mailboxes set in the wall. He scanned the names until he found I. Winklehank.
That must be it. He walked up to the second floor and located the door numbered 233. Cinco listened with his ear against the wood. At first, there was only silence. Then he heard a quiet bang, a rustle of fabric. Cautious, he pulled out his weapon and tried the doorknob.
Locked.
No matter. He pointed his weapon near the knob and fired a soundless round. Easing the door open quietly, he peered inside. The sounds of moaning came from the floor beside the couch in the living room. He slowly walked forward until a man came into view. Mumbling incoherently to himself, holding his face, he rocked back forth on his knees and elbows, writhing in pain. He did not seem to be aware of Cinco’s entrance. Cinco slowly crept closer, weapon trained on the figure.
He could not be sure if the man was Inklebrawt. As he approached, he scanned the apartment; it was in disarray, everything broken and scattered around. Cinco saw two other doorways—one to his right and one straight ahead, both connected by a little hallway that led to the shared family room and a small kitchen. He noticed magazines and torn papers scattered around the floor and stepped closer to pick one up. The address on the magazine confirmed his identity. Inklebrawt Winklehank.
This was the place.
Inklebrawt continued to rock back and forth—he looked mad, insane.
“No Sean…No Sean…please!” Inklebrawt mumbled into his hands, then pounded his fist hard on the floor. Cinco could hear the stretching and popping of dislocating tendons within Inklebrawt’s arms as he fell to his side, writhing and mumbling.
Realizing that Inklebrawt was not able to even take notice of the fact that someone had broken into his apartment, Cinco walked past him towards the doorway he guessed was a bedroom.
It was clean and organized, unlike the living room. Cinco began his search for the journal that may or may not contain a code to destroy or deter the Tsr’ Yyd.
Two bookshelves sat next to the far wall near a dresser. Hundreds of books packed the shelves, some layered on top, some stacked all around the floor haphazardly. To his right, Cinco noticed a desk with a laptop. Next to it lay two perfectly sharpened pencils and a few sheets of paper with a pair of glasses lying on top. Beside the desk lay a stack of intricate drawings of building designs and artwork of female anatomy. Above the desk was an empty shelf; above it hung a painting. The painting was the only decoration in the room, except for a push-pinned drawing of a beautiful woman hand-feeding a deer.
Cinco made his way towards the bookshelves then stopped by the bed, lifting the mattress to search beneath. Nothing. Eyeing the books, papers, and notebooks, he felt overwhelmed. He would never find any program code here—even if it were here, it would take all day to locate. He brushed his fingers along the books. Several genres were displayed but most were highly technical. He picked one of the notebooks that seemed slightly hidden and thumbed through it quickly then put it back.
Where to hide something of importance…he thought absently. He studied the walls, the floor, the ceiling.
The painting caught his eye again. Too simple.
Can’t be.
The laptop on the desk?
He slowly flipped open the laptop and, as he did, he noticed the smallest movement of the painting frame as it shifted towards him. He reached up and pushed his fingers into the space between the frame and the wall, and the kissing couple in the frame swung freely open to reveal two shelves. Several notebooks were tucked within. He reached for the top notebook and read the title.
La Politik. He flipped through it, then set it down.
“Maggie! It’s in our mind!” Inklebrawt yelled from the living room, and Cinco fumbled the notebook as he jumped, spinning towards the doorway, weapon at the ready. More mumbling and a loud bang followed.
“No, God, no, God, no more, stop. Please…” The mumbling fluttered away and ended with two loud bangs against the floor, then a rustle of papers and more sporadic thumping. Cinco stood and waited, then resumed his search of the notebooks.
Math #88-I. #89-I. Both contained mathematical equations with notes for revisions and corrections.
Garden Design-I. He flipped this one open. The first page contained a drawing of a butterfly, painstakingly detailed and clearly a garden bench design. Flipping through quickly, the rest of the pages contained more of the same.
He opened another notebook, My Good Eats-I. Filled with recipes.
And the next.
The cover read MDNI.
His eyebrows rose when he opened it. Tapped within the first page was a child-like drawing of a Plythi’i craft with a boy and a strange blue dog floating together in the night sky surrounded by stars against a tree-covered background. The following pages contained a language etched with code he could not understand. One page, however, contained a title:
ZantUm - ZU-SELF_GTA_33-11.PRG.
Flipping through more pages of the indecipherable code, he noticed that a page was missing. Torn out. The remaining pages were blank.
Perhaps…? Cinco wondered.
He tucked this notebook under his arm and flipped through the rest, but this one was the only one of interest. Just in case, he took Math #88-I and #89-I.
Making his way to the doorway, he glanced around one last time before leaving. As he quietly entered the main room, he readied his weapon.
Inklebrawt, propped up on his knees and breathing hard, peed into a bowl that lay on the floor. Cinco waited. Inklebrawt took no notice and lay back down on the floor, barely pulling his pants into place. He seemed to have passed out.
Cinco slowly made his way into the room and stood ten feet away from Inklebrawt. Inklebrawt was breathing deeply, sound asleep, oblivious. Cinco took a half step towards him, then stopped, raising his weapon directly at his head. He held it pointed at him for a few seconds before he thought better of killing him.
Cinco thought of his sons back home, and he lowered his weapon. I want to go home. I do not want to kill anyone. I am the wrong person for this. This Inklebrawt is clearly gone. He turned from Inklebrawt and mumbled, “Lucky day for you. Oh, and Little Bella says hi.”
He reached the front door as Inklebrawt rolled to elbows and knees again, then lifted his head high in the air with a crack of his neck, and Cinco jumped, looked back.
“Maggie! Code m-d-n-i!” Inklebrawt screamed in pain, teary eyes opened and wild, glowing blue. He collapsed again, crunching his head into the wall below the window.
Cinco swallowed hard to abate frayed nerves.
“Mr. Winklehank?” Cinco stammered a whisper. “What di—?”
Inklebrawt shuddered, and a shockwave of blue light shot out from his center, pummeling the inside of his apartment, shattering windows, and shoving Cinco into the front door.
“Okay! Stop! No, Sean…!” Inklebrawt screamed with the vibrating release of Sense burning through him.
Cinco grimaced, shaking his head and looked at Inklebrawt. Every muscle seemed to pull away from his bones with terrified rabidity.
My God! he thought. Cinco had felt that utter force of neutrality shuttle through him. It had nearly crushed him—torn and pummeled everything like a thin piece of paper. The power! With shaking hands, he gathered the notebooks and scrambled to open the door, wanting nothing more than to escape.
“The code m-d-n-i, Maggie! Stop code! Blue Doggie knows!” Inklebrawt’s voice followed Cinco as he ran down the hallway and out of the apartment, towards his waiting Tekydi.
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Cinco arrived in the rear storage area of Angelica’s bookstore, stepping away from the Tekydi. He would meet with the Uag’ ti and reveal what he had learned of the Huply and the Plythi’i.
Still shaken with his run-in with Inklebrawt, he moved towards an alcove of cardboard boxes stacked against a wall covered with mops, dusters, and a single shelf holding various cleaners. He pushed two hidden latches below the shelf simultaneously, and the hidden door swung inward.
Sensor lights flickered on as Cinco stepped down to a cellar, the door automatically closing shut behind him. In the rear of the cellar, between more stacked boxes, lay part of the brick foundation wall. He found the locking brick and pressed. It flipped, revealing a digitized handprint reader. Only himself and one other had access. The handprint reader recognized his Sense and the false brick wall slid open, revealing a comfortable, dimly lit furnished room.
A man with long blonde hair knelt between two braziers. The light highlighted his hair white, but his body seemed to be made of shadow. The man was deep in meditation with his back to Cinco, head bowed, paying no notice to his entry. Cinco waited. He dared not speak unless allowed to do so. The man slowly lifted his head.
“Yes?” the man asked in a whispering voice that matched the sudden crackling of a spark from the brazier.
“Uag’ ti, I bring news,” Cinco began, then swallowed nervously.
“You may speak, please tell,” the Uag’ ti permitted.
“I located the Huply you told me to seek,” Cinco said.
“Continue.”
“The Huply is protected by a Plythi’i. I tried to capture him, but he eluded my efforts…with the help of the Plythi’i. As you predicted, the Huply resides in the state of Idaho. However, I was able to learn valuable information about another Huply, one Inklebrawt Winklehank. He contains information in the form of a notebook that has code to potentially nullifying the arrival of the Tsr’ Yyd.”
“I see. Your tenacity proved fruitful.” The Uag’ ti stood and stretched his shoulders side to side using either forearm as a brace as he switched between arms.
“The Plythi’i. Male or female?”
“Female, Uag’ ti.”
“Interesting. Continue.”
“Yes, well, I wounded the Plythi’i. The new Sense-giving rounds are remarkable and effective. Her mind unwillingly provided me with the information to hunt down Inklebrawt and obtain his notebooks.”
“Wounded. If only that were possible for a Plythi’i to be wounded,” The Uag’ ti seemed to speak only to himself; his words hung suspended in the air.
“This information about the code—the Plythi’i spoke the truth?” the Uag’ ti asked.
“Yes, the journals I retrieved may help. I was able to search Inklebrawt’s apartment right under his nose while he was having a fit of some kind.”
The Uag’ ti nodded. “The Huply and Plythi’i survive?”
Cinco licked his thin lips and clenched his hand in a fist. “I—I could not murder them, Uag’ ti. In that I failed.”
The Uag’ ti’s tension seemed to loosen even more as he let his shoulders relax and slowly nodded.
“That is well. Please. Hand me the journals.” The Uag’ ti held his hand out, still facing away from Cinco.
“There is one other thing, Uag’ ti,” Cinco dared to say after he handed them over.
“Yes?” the Uag’ ti asked, leafing through the journals.
He told the Uag’ ti of what Inklebrawt had shouted concerning a code prior to his departure.
“You have done well,” the Uag’ ti spoke, breaking the silence.
Cinco shifted uneasily. “Thank you, Uag’ ti.”
“Your efforts will long be remembered.”
“As you wish, Uag’ ti.”
“I do. Your task is complete here on Earth. It would please me for you to leave this planet and remain safely tucked away with your family. If you say this Inklebrawt was in distress and did not pay notice to you, then the Tsr’ Yyd have, indeed, begun their arrival and will reveal their presence very soon. If you choose, you may stay here to witness their arrival. It will be too late to stop them now but, perhaps with this code, we can alter the Tsr’ Yyd’s protection method for the human females to meet our desire. If the protection method of the females is in place already, we can only disrupt the Tsr’ Yyd. Whatever that method may be. Your attendance is not necessary. But if you choose to stay, be safe. Consider yourself hunted. The war has begun.”
“Yes, Uag’ ti.”
Utyi, known by a few Shepherds by his dead brother’s name, Uag’ ti, turned to face his son and Cinco instinctively bowed his head.
“My son, you may depart from here soon. It is likely that I will not see you again.”
“Goodbye, father,” Cinco spoke softly.
Cinco lifted his eyes from the ground and looked at his father. Ancient in age, yet young in appearance and vibrant, one of the first hybrids and the leader of the Shepherd group, stood before him in all his glory. Cinco knelt to the ground, bowed abruptly, then rose.
“I take my leave,” he said.
“Go and be safe, son.”
Cinco turned and left his father alone in silence once again. A crackling spark from the brazier snapped within the room.
Utyi watched his son disappear. He looked down at the notebook he held in his hands. His other son, Inklebrawt, had performed well indeed, keeping much secret.
Yet, he lamented.
To truly return his Shepherd people back to Earth after so many thousands of years still seemed a distant dream. Still, there was hope. He and his brother Uag’ ti had failed the first time, and he himself had barely escaped being captured in his role instigating the uprising and attack on Earth while acting two roles. With the Tsr’ Yyd’s imminent arrival coming before the Shepherd main attack, the war seemed to be doomed to failure.
But now, access to Inklebrawt’s code provided his people with a chance.
Utyi capped the braziers, letting the room fall into total darkness. He stood for a long time, knowing he had to leave to take the Tekydi back to meet with Zayla. Knowing he had to leave his estranged son Cinco behind for good.
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A windowless, black, square, three-story building set within the woods reflected the full moonlight on an unusually clear summer night. The blue and silver ZantUm Inc. sign shone brightly, overpowering the parking lot’s lights hanging above empty parking spots.
Inside the building, Utyi sat in front of a computer meticulously calculating the final additions for the software program Inklebrawt had created. No one knew he was here, but he still needed to work quickly. He had attempted to make sense of Inklebrawt’s code several times and all his effort had been fruitless so far.
Several rows of refrigerator-sized black metal boxes of electronic hardware hummed tirelessly within the large room. Periodically the dark towers blinked, tiny red and green lights indicating the mainframe’s sifting through complex algorithms.
Utyi knew he was paranoid, but the hard drive towers felt as though they watched his every move and could easily swallow him like a basking shark devouring a group of krill. He could not help but feel vulnerable. Still, the code managed to distract him.
Absolutely brilliant, Utyi mused again.
Only Inklebrawt would know the line code to fail the program. Perhaps others knew as well, but he doubted it. Utyi had the notebooks that Cinco had provided him and had already tried several combinations for the stop code. They all had failed. He would have to decipher this code if he wanted to put a stop to the Tsr’ Yyd’s arrival. And he would have to accomplish that unnoticed.
He confirmed a final test within the compiling program that would allow for a satellite to safely perform re-entry upon completion of collecting weather data for the indirect effect of subsurface oceanic volcanic venting within the earth’s lithosphere. That program was operating as designed, but there was code embedded within that seemed to have a separate, deeper operation unknown to Utyi. Most likely it had to do with the Tsr’ Yyd.
The programming language contained so many pointers to various arrays and functions within arrays that even understanding the logic pathway of the code was near impossible.
He knew Inklebrawt had worked on this for some time, but some time for Inklebrawt had been a mere two months. The project deadline had been set for two years—it was expected that a massive project of such undertaking and supplied with an unprecedented budget would take the full timeline. And Inklebrawt had been the only one appointed to design and shape the ZU-TY-33-RWD-11 code itself.
Utyi reviewed a certain section of the code again and repeated the calculation that did not make sense to him. Again, it produced the same answer. The musical brilliance of the mathematical calculations built within the code seemed impossible in nature but worked flawlessly every time Utyi proofed the code. Sean only knows what some of the coding was for—there were lines for which he could not identify any purpose, and he was certain they were not designed solely for gathering data on the earth’s lithosphere.
He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head, the monitor screen in front of him displaying the final output for the massive coding logarithm blinked in mockery.
He had observed Inklebrawt programming it at times but had no chance of remembering the code as Inklebrawt had created it. It had seemed to flow from Inklebrawt as if he were creating a complex, almost impossible musical score capable of conducting the universe.
During his coding process, Inklebrawt had added more and more hardware, which now filled the entire floor of section I33-11—rows of electronic black megalithic plastic towers packed and alive with knowledge unknown.
Cinco shook his head in disbelief. Testing the program for bugs was one thing but conceiving such a program was another. He had even checked within the compiling program itself, which had proved futile as every single line of code had been written elegantly and without error.
Two months? he thought in amazement once again. It should have taken a lifetime of work to create something of this magnitude. Perhaps the lifetimes of many people.
He shook his head once again, though this time in admiration rather than frustration, impressed with the talent despite himself—it was a masterpiece that only the programmer could really understand.
Everything was compartmentalized at ZantUm Inc. Everyone knew the specifics of their own project, but no one ever knew the final picture or the ‘why.’
He furrowed his eyebrows and pursed his lips together and ran the compiler program in its entirety once again, though this time he purposefully added a minor change that should force the programs to shut down and output a compilation error. With the error, he hoped to discern anything from the resulting output.
This much he knew how to do.
He stood up and stretched, awaiting the results. The computer tinged, flooding the screen with lines of the compiled programs.
OUTPUT:
ZU-OCEANIC CRUST_SEDIMENTS.EXE
ZU-LITHOSPHERE_DISPLACEMENT.EXE
ZU-EST_DRIFT.EXE
ZU-EARTH_MOON_TIDAL.PRG
ZU-HIGHEGRAZING_ANGLE-FHT.EXE
ZU-EARTH_MAGSPHR.PRG
ZU-VAN_ALLEN.PRG
ZU-MASS_SYS_PLANETS.PRG
ZU-DIF_INTER_33-11.EXE
ZU-MAG_VIBR_33-11.EXE
ZU-OPACITY_AIR_VAC.PRG
ZU-ELAS_ENTROPY_VIBRSYS.EXE
ZU-PIBOND_TOR.EXE
ZU-REMOVE_BLACKBODY.EXE
ZU-INFERFRACTAL_STAB_SYS33-11.EXE
ZU-NEG_PLATEMOTION.EXE
ZU-KINETIC_PROB_DEN_ERROR_RATES.EXE
ZU-INTERNAL_ANG_RES.EXE
ZU-STRUCTURE_KINEMATICS.EXE
ZU-THREADED_KINEMATICS.EXE
ZU-STRUCTURE_SAT_SELFCOMP.EXE
ZU-RES_FLAVOR_TRANS_EARTH.EXE
ZU-YAW_INVERSE_FLIGHT.EXE
ZU-YAW_PITCH_ROLL_FLIGHT.EXE
ZU-DENSITY_GRADIENT_EARTH.PRG
ZU-BUILDING_BLOCK_NANO33.EXE
ZU-BUILDING_BLOCK_NANO11.EXE
ZU-ERROR_RATE33.EXE
ZU-ERROR_RATE11.EXE
ZU-SELF_BLU_33-11.PRG
ZU-NEUTRINO_OSCIL_VAC.EXE
ZU-NEUTRINO_OSCIL_MAT.EXE
ZU-SOLAR_NEUTRINO.PRG
ZU-WATER_CHERENKOV_DETECT_ TIME.EXE
ZU-SK_DETECT_BFLUX_NEG.EXE
ZU-VAC_OSCILLATIONS.EXE
ZU-ANALYSIS_OSCILL_33-11PRG.EXE
COMPLETE.
0 ERRORS FOUND.
Utyi sat down in front of the monitor. He frowned at the results. The line of code he had added to trick the compiling programs into failure had not worked.
The code itself seemed able to change the executed program’s output on its own, learning that any foreign input was unnecessary to its functional design.
Cinco’d had a hunch that this would happen.
The software was intelligent. It could learn and adapt and could not be fooled.
Before his departure, he compiled two remaining programs separately one last time to make triply sure.
INPUT: COMPILE SET
ZU-SELF_BLU_33-11.PRG
ZU-ANALYSIS_OSCILL_33-11PRG.EXE
He clicked Enter and watched as his program buzzed through the unfathomable code. The output blinked upon the screen.
OUTPUT COMPLETE.
0 ERRORS FOUND.
Utyi huffed and shook his head. It was a two-year project timeline with a limitless budget completed in two months. What was Inklebrawt up to?
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BAM! The attack behind Inklebrawt’s right eye increased at 2:02 a.m. in the morning, breaking through his unconsciousness. His world returned to pain.
For the past two hours, he had been experiencing unbearable torture of the highest caliber. The attacks had continued to occur without warning, exponentially worsening—if that was even possible.
Inklebrawt convulsed against the floor, pulling his knees to his chest, and pounding his eye with his hand, rocking back and forth. It was not his sinuses, or a migraine—those were a joke compared to this pain. This was absolute agony. It was a slow knife in the eye—two hours of twisting and turning and pulling in and out, relentlessly repeating.
He had tried everything to divert the pain. A hot wet rag applied to his face or forehead had worked best, but eventually, as always, he would soon pass out again. He had tried swallowing hot water, scalding, and searing his mouth and throat for a different kind the pain, but that hadn’t lasted long either. Thoughts of cutting off his leg seemed welcome. Maybe a screwdriver to gauge out his eyeball would work. These thoughts ran through his head, but his incapacitation did not allow him to act—just writhe in misery.
“No! Stop!” he screamed again uselessly. He rolled back and forth on his knees and elbows, wishing for death. For something. No one was around to help him; he wished for someone to be near, but not touch him. Zayla or Maggie.
Then he passed out again.
When he woke next, the searing pain was gone, his leg and arm muscles completely sore and cramped with a dull throbbing sense of leftover ache; he vaguely remembered a snapping disjointed sound in his elbows and shoulders during the last attack. He drank a little water, then fell back asleep. His mind, exhausted, filled with spiraling software code in dizzying patterns of untested and unknown physics. Though the pain was gone, the attacks still left him feeling like he had been crawling in and out of hell itself.
And he was still alone. He again thought of Maggie and Zayla.
Even if they were here, he realized, they could not help him.
Finally, delirious, and partially awake, he managed to prop himself up onto the couch with his arms; he was kneeling on one of the couch cushions that had been tossed across the floor. He felt like he was praying in a church.
My Inklebrawt, you are not alone. I will always be here for you. Zayla’s voice was a sudden, warm presence in his mind.
He did not know how to respond to her—his thoughts were too scrambled and confused within his mind.
Finally, Was that real? he thought, panicked, hopeful.
My dear Inklebrawt, this will be over soon. You are welcoming the presence of the Tsr’ Yyd, and so are your siblings. Do not be afraid nor give up. The humans need you. Know that you are not alone. You have done well. Zayla’s words penetrated his confusion, pulling his scattered thoughts together.
“Okay,” Inklebrawt whispered through tears, weakly acknowledging Zayla’s words, though not fully comprehending her meaning.
It will pass, take it. I know you will, Zayla once again projected.
Maggie is with you, and so am I, as are your brothers. You are unique and strong. Do not doubt yourself. We give you all our love.
Sure, Inklebrawt somehow hazily thought; he did not understand or care. He forced himself up onto the couch and lay down, sweaty, joints sore and a minor dull pain pulsing weakly behind his watery, drooping eye. It appeared as if he’d had a stroke.
Inklebrawt shifted on the couch. His mind drifted to vivid dreams.
A young girl knelt next to Inklebrawt, grabbing his leg as he stood on a hill above an open, grassy plain. She looked distraught, one eye dripping tears into the grey-colored crinkled grass and the other eye half-closed in pain.
A large oak tree beside them bowed its crackled limbs towards Inklebrawt and the girl. Two young boys sat in its grey canopy, and they smiled crazily, yelling in pain and madness, ripping limbs and leaves alike from the tree as it lurched towards the ground.
‘Help. Please,’ the girl pleaded as she held tightly to Inklebrawt’s leg.
Inklebrawt looked down at her and saw her morph into a blue stuffed dog. It became animated and smiled at him, then its face contorted into an evil grin and jumped at his face, stuffed paws clawing at him furiously. Inklebrawt felt the hatred of the blue dog and its intention, its desire, to claw out his eyes. But just as the fuzzy paws seemed about to puncture his eyeballs, the blue stuffed animal morphed into Maggie, and she kissed him softly on his cheek, warming him gently.
He felt a tug on his pant leg and looked down. The two boys that had been in the tree peered up at him with a stoic stare.
‘Help, brother,’ they pleaded. Inklebrawt bent down, intent on looking more closely, and Maggie’s face followed, floating like a layered shadow mimicking his action.
Yet as he reached for the small whimpering boys, Inklebrawt suddenly found himself alone in a large grey stone building. Rows of granite benches filled the large cathedral room. He zoomed forward and stood before an altar. Standing on top of the alter rose a statue of a monstrous terror with sharpened teeth, five eyes set with the fury of fire, and a crown of twisted horns above its thick pointed ears. The muscled toned behemoth exuded terrible strength and unyielding evil.
He circled the statue, exploring it with his thoughts. Confused, Inklebrawt could not determine whether the statue was of any sex, nor could he define its origin.
‘Up. Go,’ a voice commanded, and Inklebrawt found himself standing in front of a twisting staircase that led up to a balcony behind the alter. They were made of the same stone as the statue. He floated up the stairs, passing windows set within the wall. As he looked out them, with slow, random movements, the windows slid along the wall, diffracting soft white light, highlighting the granite steps in glistening sparkles.
At the top, he stood in front of another statue of a young man hardened in silence—stone lifeless eyes blanketed in the same stone-grey color of his torso and limbs. Inklebrawt leaned closer; the man seemed familiar to him somehow. The statue’s head swiveled slowly and looked down upon Inklebrawt. A low buzzing hum built within his ears, reaching a crescendo. It ended with the statue opening its eyes, fierce and shadowed with disappointment.
‘YOU!’ boomed from its stone lips, biting and chilling Inklebrawt. Wails of sorrow echoed around him in the voices of one small girl and two small boys—  
Inklebrawt woke disoriented and sweaty.
The pain was gone, but his mind was foggy. The dream of his siblings lingered. He could not save them all. He strained to open his right eye, but tears and crust had hardened like cement, and it remained shut. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead, and he felt dizzy as waves of nausea crashed over him.
This. What is it? He held a blue slipper in front of his face; he was now sitting upright on the couch. The other matched slipper was on his other sweaty foot.
From what time? he thought.
Do not overthink about details like this, Zayla projected. We will be there to help you.
He shook his head, non-committedly. “What?” he asked aloud.
The Tsr’ Yyd have arrived, you have done well, Zayla said.
“Mother?” Inklebrawt’s whimper echoed through his apartment. No answer. He looked around at the destruction that lay scattered around him—the tipped coffee table, shredded magazines and journals strewn about the floor, and the empty glass rolling near his foot. A bowl full of yellow liquid lay on the ground near the window.
He propped himself up and stumbled weakly towards his bedroom. Daylight pierced the window and shined onto his floor in alternating patterns of shadow and light as he slid his feet forward with one slipper on, kicking the empty glass and trampling the torn magazines like a mindless zombie. A blue form, torn and partially tucked under a shredded magazine paper, appeared near his barefoot. He reached down and removed the paper. Blue Doggie lay twisted, head half-torn off with his detached arm lying next to his body.
Inklebrawt stared at Blue Doggie for a long moment.
He slowly reached down and picked him up carefully, cupping him within his hands. He squinted with his one eye, trying to discern his condition. His fingers began to rub the silk bow around his torn neck gently for long seconds.
Inklebrawt. Zayla’s voice barely penetrated through his disbelief and sorrow. Ignoring her, he reached down and retrieved Blue Doggie’s arm and then continued his shuffle towards his bedroom, lower lip quivering from shock and sadness.
Entering his bedroom, he gently placed Blue Doggie on his desk next to his sharpened pencils and unbroken eyeglasses. He looked at torn Blue Doggie and slowly reached for his eyeglasses. He sat down. Put them on. He blinked still-watery eyes.
He focused on ‘The Kiss’ on the wall above his desk.
Within the painting, Gustav Klimt had captured the couple’s embrace, their passion revealing their love for each other as the man’s lips touched the woman’s neck and their twining limbs distilled kindness and comfort.
The painting was partially opened.
He remembered now. Someone had been here. Who?
Inklebrawt reached up slowly and pushed it fully open, revealing the shelves. An important journal was missing. He rubbed Blue Doggie’s bow, staring at the empty space on the shelf.
You must go to the park now…must go to the park now. We must save David and his family! The Shepherd are arriving and growing bold! Zayla’s voice was sharp with urgency.
I know. Inklebrawt nodded slowly, his one good eye pulsed a faint blue glow. With one last rub of torn Blue Doggie’s bow, he rose.
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David R. Wessel opened his eyes to a bright, clear morning, the sun’s rays beaming in between the blinds that covered the bedroom window. The ceiling fan above him churned cool air, quite different than the stagnant cold, dry air of Afghanistan he had faced two days ago.
The bedroom door opened without a knock, and small, bare feet padded on the wood floor, accompanied by the rattle of bead and tin within the stomach of a stuffed animal he knew well.
“Daddy? Mommy?” David’s little daughter Helen asked, peering over the edge of the bed. She rubbed the pink silk bow around her pink bunny’s neck with her tiny fingers. The stuffed bunny softly jiggled again. David rubbed sleep from his eyes as he propped himself up on his elbows. He heard the master shower turn on. His wife, Amber, must have already gotten up.
“What is it, sweet pea?” David asked Helen, blinking the sleep away.
“Doughnuts? Can I have one, Daddy?”
He smiled. “Sure. I’ll help you get them down.” David pulled the bed sheets off and followed Helen into the kitchen.
As Helen ate her donut, he turned on the television and Elmo appeared on screen, his friend Dorothy the goldfish swimming happily around the fishbowl, oblivious to the outside world. Elmo’s annoying laugh coincided with the stuck hinge of the glass shower door opening.
I need to fix that, he thought.
“Daddy, I need to go pee-pee,” Helen said.
“Then go ahead,” David said, wiping the residual powder from the donut off the table. “You’re a big girl.”
“Mommy is in there.”
“She won’t mind.” David smiled and scooped up fried eggs from the stove, turning off the burner.
Helen ran out of the kitchen and towards the master bathroom that they all shared now. He really needed to finish the remodeling on the other bathroom.
A sudden pain stabbed behind his right eye, then vanished, leaving him dizzy as Helen came back from the bathroom.
“Daddy?” Helen asked.
“Yeah, hon?” he said, holding his temple.
“Daddy, Mommy is weird looking,” Helen said.
David laughed. “What do you mean she’s weird? Of course, she is! And beautiful,” he added.
“She’s weird. Mommy’s not moving,” Helen said, still holding her pink stuffed bunny. She rubbed its silk bow around its neck again, nervously, as her hands started to shake.
“Mommy’s always weird, sweet pea. She’s goofing around,” David said, turning and crouching before her, hands on his knees.
“No, Mommy is looking up to the roof. She won’t say anything.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Her eyes are scary,” she whispered.
Slightly concerned, he went to the bathroom. Helen followed him.
“I have to pee-pee really bad,” Helen said as they entered their bedroom. The bathroom door was partially open. He pushed it further open and saw Amber standing in front of the mirror, arms tight against her sides, hands palmed up, sticking out away from her hips with her head tilted pointing up towards the ceiling. Her lower jaw was thrust forward unnaturally, her mouth wide open.
“Am?” David asked his wife. She did not respond. Then he noticed her eyes. They were wide open, protruding past her eyelids, bulging.
“Daddy?” Helen whimpered, standing behind him.
“Wait, sweet pea...stay there.” He motioned with his hand.
“Am?” he asked again.
“Hilarious, Amber.” David forced a worried laugh. He touched her shoulder. She wore only her underwear, breasts fully displayed, her wet blonde hair sticking against her skin. There was a towel on the tiled floor near the back of her feet.
“Am.” He touched her cheek. Her eyes remained horrifyingly wide-open, and her lower jaw was a cliff below the grotesque expression—she appeared frozen amid a horrid scream. He tried to nudge her, but it was like trying to push a steel beam.
“Amber!” he pleaded.
“Daddy?” Helen started to cry, holding the side of her face with an erratic shaky hand. “Headache.”
David turned around and leaned down towards Helen. “Sweet pea go watch Elmo, I hear laughing, something funny must be going on,” he said, pointing towards the family room, and Helen left, still holding her stuffed bunny with trembling hands.
David turned towards Amber.
What in the hell is going on? He shook her again. No movement. It seemed nothing would move, not even her hair. It was like she was hardened steel. Her toes pointed downward, balancing like a ballerina.
My God! She is floating! David stumbled back to the bathroom entrance. “Amber, honey, how are you doing this?” he asked, nervously.
Elmo’s laugh echoed in the family room, then suddenly disappeared beneath the sound of cracking bones and stretched muscles. Pink Bunny jiggled hard once then stopped with a thump.
“Daddy! Daa-dy!” Helen screamed.
David ran into the family room just in time to see Helen contort into the same position as Amber with a final crack of her neck. Her stuffed bunny lay on the ground next to a small puddle of pee below her floating body. She faced the television, and her head snapped up, mouth and eyes opened wide.
“Da—” Helen rasped a final gurgle.
“Helen!” David screamed.
Elmo laughed again.
BAM! Sharp pain behind his right eye almost took him to the ground; then the pain was gone as fast as it had flared. He shook his head and stumbled over to Helen and tried to shake her, but she would not budge.
“Helen!”
He felt a weird vibration humming through his ears, accompanied again by a brief but sharp pain. Once again it disappeared. He shrugged away the wooziness, bracing himself with his hands on his knees.
Then it was gone. He stood upright and exhaled forcefully.
CRASH!
The front door and both windows smashed inward simultaneously as three men dressed in partially invisible camouflage crashed through.
David dove towards the couch and rolled, grabbing one man’s legs, and dragging him down. A shock went through his hands and up his arms, but he ignored the pain. The invisible man flashed again and fell onto his back. David blasted him in the throat with his elbow before diving on the other man, who had a pistol-like weapon pointed at him. The man fired silent silver rounds twice over David as he rolled up from his dive, throwing an uppercut with the heel of his hand, thrusting the man’s nose into his brain.
The last man at the front door started to fire indiscriminately, hitting Helen; harmless sparks flared across her body, and the couch puffed cotton near David. A few rounds hit the man David had just killed, punching red holes around his torso. David spun with the dead man and charged towards the man at the door with the body as cover. The man shifted quickly to his left as David approached and continued to fire at David, pelting the body with rounds that pieced away his head and shoulder.
David shoved the body forward and dove to his left, then leaped towards the man, kicking his weapon away and attacking with a violent punch to his throat and another to his groin.
Three more men entered. David spun and wheeled towards the master bedroom while grabbing the weapon from one of the dead men on the floor. He tried to fire behind him, but the weapon jammed—identity locked—and shook with an internal explosion. He tossed the useless weapon aside.
The men fired flashes of silver light, barely missing David as he dove towards the master bedroom doorway, spun, and slammed it shut. He could hear shouting as more men entered and shots blasted through the drywall and door. David rolled and low-crawled into the bathroom, opening the cabinet below the sink and grabbing his pistol. More holes appeared in the drywall and vanity just above his head. He turned and fired diagonally, basing his aim on the direction of their fire. He heard curses and shouts from outside the bedroom, and the sound of a body hitting the ground.
Deafening silence. David could only hear the throbbing pulse of his heart within his ears.
Then the bedroom door crashed open and, as the men entered, David slid out from the bathroom entrance on his shoulder and fired four rounds, killing two more. He slid back as a hole appeared next to his face on the floor and one above his head in the bathroom cabinet.
Crawling behind Amber, he shuddered, remembering the effects of the ammunition on Helen in the family room. Placing himself behind Amber and using her as a shield, he heard the floor creak as they made their way towards the bathroom. With a hurried rush, David fired twice through the wall, and an invisible man fell to the ground, suit flashing; his partially hidden body blocked the entrance. A shower of silent bullets rained past, and sparks flew off Amber; her body protected him from the rounds. David fired three times, emptying his magazine; another grunt and crash followed.
A touch of indecipherable urgent whispers broke the short silence. David flipped his pistol in his hand, still crouching next to Amber, intending to use it as a blunt weapon.
An immense blunting wave of energy blasted through the walls of the bedroom and bathroom and into his mind, crippling him; he fell to the ground.
He shook his head and staggered, trying to regain his balance, but only made it up to his knees. Another sharp blast of blue light knocked him to all fours.
Again, he struggled to rise, using Amber as leverage in time to see Inklebrawt and a tall blonde woman enter the bathroom doorway. A tunneling blackness overtook him, and he fell against his floating Amber, sliding to the floor unconscious.
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Standing outside of Angelica’s bookstore, a large bald man stuffed both his meaty hands into his grey suit coat and stared at the two women walking across the street. One of them laughed at something the other said.
The man was wearing a pair of tight circle-framed sunglasses that pinched his temples. His large jowls enfolding his aged mouth rose slightly in anticipation; he swallowed hard, causing his jowls to jiggle back into place.
Next to him, Cinco stood like a newly minted totem pole, identically dressed in his grey suit coat and head topped with a Brixton Hooligan-style hat. His beady eyes, positioned too close together, peered over his sharp-pointed crooked nose taped over the bridge with a medical butterfly bandage. Noting the time on the object he held in his delicate fingers, he put it in his pants pocket, rising slightly up on his toes then back on his heels; he settled his hands together behind his back to hide his nerves.
“Time?” the large man said in a grating whisper.
“Almost,” Cinco said, eyes now focused on the two women now walking around the corner onto South Webster St. across from the bookstore.
The sound of boots clicking on the sidewalk came closer, pulling their attention away from the women and to another young woman walking towards them. She moved with a purposeful step, carrying a bag filled with purchases from Anthropologie. Her other hand reached for her phone as Lady Gaga’s ‘Love Game’ started to play.
“Hey, Sarah! Saw your text. I was in line checking out. I’ll be over in twenty minutes,” the woman said cheerfully.
Within a few feet of both men, she nodded hello and smiled. As she was about to pass them, she abruptly stopped and dropped her bag and phone to the ground; she gave a horrid gulping gasp, and a clacking sound came from within her throat. Her head snapped up towards the clear blue sky, and her lower jaw stretched and thrust forward inhumanly, both neck and jaw cracking slightly. Her eyes opened wide, eyelids almost non-existent, and her arms stiffened with a clap along her sides, hands pointing outward from her hips, palms facing up towards the sky and legs tightly clamped together. Her body stiffened in the form of a ballerina frozen in time, toes pointing downward.
She was silent.
The large man shuffled over to the woman, pausing in front of her. He looked her up and down and pursed his lips, scrutinizing her current state.
He could hear a muffled female voice on the cell phone ask, “Mindy? What was tha—” followed by the same gulping gurgle and sound of cracking. The phone fell silent.
The man turned towards Cinco. “It has started,” he rasped, disbelief warring with terror in his bulbous features.
“Right on time.” Cinco calmly nodded, though with a noticeable edge to his voice.
“Time? Yes, whatever that means.” His friend shifted his heavy frame, swiveling his head nervously as if looking for an unexpected guest to show up. His face pinched with a sour look.
“We must take care now and keep watch for the…” he trailed off, following Cinco’s gaze across the street, ignoring the woman between them.
“I recognize him,” Cinco said, sucking in a sharp breath, and pursing his thin lips in a perturbed manner.
“Who?”
“There.” Cinco motioned.
Across the street, a man stood with a camera pointing at them. He must have captured them witnessing the woman stiffen and contort. As they watched, the man lowered his camera and grabbed at his eye with a shaky hand, then stumbled, turning as he disappeared into an alley.
The hefty man nodded abruptly, nerves clearly on edge, “This world may already be lost,” the fat man said. “We are too late.”
“Probability suggests so,” Cinco said, fear and sadness tightening his throat.
“How could he know about this place?” Cinco whispered to himself, staring at the now empty alleyway. Nicola and Yumi are here? Maybe it was a mistake to let them go. The same goes for Inklebrawt. But I could not do it. I am not a killer.
A commotion down the street pulled Cinco from his thoughts. Both men look to see four more women stiffened the same way on the corner of Jefferson Ave and South Main St. Three men near them began shouting in a panic. A mess of vehicles screeched and crashed, either narrowly missing or ramming into each other.
One vehicle slammed into a stiffened female on the crosswalk; the front bumper bashed in and curved around her hips, and steam shot from the engine like a wraith released from the confines of a coffer, hissing with rage. Nearby, a woman and her daughter stood upright within their convertible, the mother’s head smashed through the torn canvas roof, face bloody and bulging eyes staring up to the sky. Her daughter was short enough that only a convex indentation of her face could be seen in the back-seat roof.
“The males don’t seem to be affected,” Cinco voiced his observation. His friend nodded, adjusting his collar around his sweaty burly neck as he viewed the chaos occurring at the intersection.
The fat man returned his focus to the paralyzed woman standing in front of him. Unsure what he would sense, he touched her long hair tentatively; it felt as if he was touching steel or granite. Nothing moved on the woman, not even her clothes—the slight breeze of wind bent around her like she was a steel pole.
“Let’s go prepare for your leave,” he whispered as he withdrew his shaky hand from the woman.
Cinco nodded, looking down as he touched his bandaged nose. He shot one last glance to where Nicola had been. He ground his teeth, unable to hide his tension.
Nereby on the street, a father screamed for his ten-year-old daughter to react to anything, please anything, frantically pushing her as she stood hovering frozen. Periodically, he would stop his efforts, look around wild-eyed, yelling for help, then push repeatedly against her small form. Next to them, their caramel-colored Labrador barked and whined profusely, circling wildly around the young girl, twining the dropped leash around her legs.
Up and down the street and from within the buildings, similar scenes played out, orchestrating moments of terror that echoed to the outskirts of the city and beyond, violent confusion spreading linked in a chaos not witnessed in all of time.
In Douala, Cameroon, the beginning cry of a newborn female baby abruptly stopped as it lay in between the world it had just left and the world it had just entered. The mother stood upright on the hospital bed, and the medical staff worked frantically to figure out what was wrong as one nurse contorted and stiffened in the corner of the birthing room beside the CardioTech GT-15 patient monitor. The monitor measuring the mother’s vitals changed instantly to appear as if sleeping in the NREM stage, producing delta waves. A doctor pulled the infant fully out. The baby’s eyes were wide open with its little jaw thrust forward, and arms slammed to its sides and legs clamped together. She looked like a doll.
Above Earth, unseen by most, except for her astronaut and cosmonaut colleagues in the U.S. Lab and Node 1, Dr. Agnessa Yahontov floated stiff as a steel beam within Node 2 of the International Space Station. Her hair, already floating in the lack of gravity, became stiff as steel. The male astronauts frantically contacted Command, receiving word that the same was occurring at the Moscow Mission Control Center in Korolev on Earth. They were asked to ‘wait one.’ So, they waited, and Dr. Yahontov drifted within the ISS like space flotsam.
In the Cementerio de la Puerta Santa in Florence, Italy, Dolly Livingston contorted and stiffened while photographing the famed statue of the ‘Sitting Robed Woman Near a Tomb.’ The life-like statue continued to weep into her hands with her cowl covering her face, though now she appeared to weep for Dolly and not the person entombed.
A deep reverberating noise in the Naperville sky distracted the men’s focus on their immediate surroundings, and they watched in horror as a Cessna 172 screamed downward in a barrel roll, out of control, disappearing behind a six-level parking garage in the distance with a crashing bang; a plume of heavy black smoke rolled into the air.
Back on the street in front of the crash, the heavyset man, thoroughly spooked, breathed loudly, and said again sharply, “We should go back inside, Cinco, and prepare for your leave.” 
Cinco sneered. Openly he seemed cold and indifferent to the events around them, but inside his heart thumped so hard that it felt as if it had turned his stomach upside down while pulverizing his feet deep into the Earth. But he could not voice any of that, so he silently nodded to his partner’s suggestion and followed his lead back into Angelica’s bookstore taking one last look at the stilled woman beside them.
The once-care-free woman stood paralyzed. The sharp pain that had twisted her body unwillingly into this current state had left quickly and, just as quickly, the abrupt touch of overwhelming love and peace had flowed through her. Requiring no movement on her part, she felt serene and cared for. She knew this feeling to be true and this knowledge comforted her as her surroundings and senses slowly started to fade away—unafraid, bound, but free—a loving warmth caressed her body and condensed her soul.
All went black.
Separated from the commotion outside, Cinco made his way into the bookstore and stood near the storybooks, puzzles, and games that formed a perimeter around an empty multicolored carpeted area in the children’s literary section.
His partner closed the door; the bell sounded. Checking that the door was secure and locked and that the closed sign still faced the glass, he turned to face Cinco.
“It is good that we have a Tekydi for travel now,” he said, entering.
“Yes,” Cinco said. “However, last I checked, the Tekydi was missing,” he added.
The fat man furrowed his eyebrows. “Missing?”
Cinco nodded. “Yes, Eru, missing.”
Eru tilted his head, confused, and removed his tight-fitting glasses, which were beginning to fog up. They had left a deep red line creased on his temples and above his ears.
“How do you know it’s missing? I can never find it. You just disappear when you walk in the location you say it’s in,” Eru asked as he wiped the lenses with a hankie from his suit coat, then followed with the dapping of beaded sweat on his bald head.
“That’s the conundrum. I didn’t disappear. It’s not there. I bumped into the wall like some blind bumbling idiot,” Cinco said, then stood in stoic silence, thinking in the lightless confines of the bookstore as Eru shrugged and mumbled something that sounded like ‘seer wide’ while he cleared a plump sofa of books so he could sit down.
“The Tsr’ Yyd, yes.” Cinco nodded, answering his muffled comment.
The commotion of chaos outside had touched Cinco with such terror that he wanted to escape from Earth, the planet of the Shepherds’ salvation, and never return. It was beyond fantasy and all too real. He should have taken the Uag’ ti’s advice.
His father had been correct to warn him. The Tsr’ Yyd’s arrival had indeed been imminent, and obvious to those who recognized the signs. Uag’ ti had not lied. But Cinco could never have fathomed that their arrival would be so intrusive and harsh in its nature. What had transpired moments ago mocked the horror books lining the shelves, making them seem as mild as a children’s fairytale.
Cinco shivered at the memory of the sound of stretching ligaments and cracking bones of the woman stilled before his eyes. The snapping contortion of her body darkened all hope for the Shepherds, and the sudden shift to permanency would not leave his mind for as long as he lived. A true, violent, and gripping overture of brute force—neither laced with evil or good, but inundated with complete neutrality—had followed the moment of the Tsr’ Yyd’s arrival. He had sensed their perversion woven into the contorted females, tunneling through with impudence, a venomous desire that could not be quelled. The Tsr’ Yyd's power was not to be trifled with, and they horrified Cinco. He could see the echoing terror on Eru’s face as well.
“Did the Uag’ ti utilize it?” Eru asked, pulling his thoughts back to the Tekydi softly, unsure if he should even mention the name.
Cinco nodded slowly. “Perhaps.” He had left it where he always had, as instructed by his father.
“Then, we are stuck here for now?” Eru stated more than questioned.
Cinco nodded. He would be stuck here for some time. He and Eru would have to be vigilant and on the lookout for other Huply born of this Earth.
“So, what do we do?” Eru asked.
“I suppose we wait,” Cinco said.
“And that man across the street you recognized? He is Huply?” Eru asked.
Cinco looked through the front window of the bookstore, to the spot where Nicola had stood moments ago. “Yes, that was Nicola.”
Eru frowned. “The Huply you hunted?”
“The same. Though there are other Huply we need to worry about too,” Cinco added.
“The war has truly and finally reached Earth again,” Eru said.
Cinco turned to face his friend, his expression mixed with fear and an unexpected spike of thrill. “Yes, and we find ourselves right in the middle of it.”
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“What the fuck!” Nicola lurched forward, catching himself with his hands on his knees. He let out a sharp breath and stood up straight with a jerk of his head, tossing his shoulder-length hair back, trying to shrug off the uncomfortable feeling of traveling the Tekydi.
“Okay, then! Second time!” he yelled, then stared, wild-eyed, as he realized he was not in his front yard anymore, nor in the white circular room furnished with blue sapphire and white half-moon sofas where he had met Zayla and his sister, Maggie, for the first time.
They had discussed their next steps, suggesting he recon a bookstore in Naperville, where the Uag’ ti and Shepherd had a hidden enclave. He was to observe the arrival of the Tsr’ Yyd, and to learn, if he could, which Shepherd had played any role in their arrival. If possible, Zayla had said, he should also discover who the Uag’ ti was and if he really still lived. Zayla had provided instructions for him to reach this location based on the knowledge Yumi had Sensed from Cinco.
Now, he found himself within an alley facing Angelica’s bookstore. He could see Cinco and another large Shepherd standing outside. Witnessing their reaction as the woman on the street contorted and stilled, it was clear that they had not known anything ahead of time.
A tremendous buzzing pressure, accompanied by a needle-like stabbing, throbbed through his eye repeatedly. Despite the pain, he was able to capture the moment on the device given to him by Zayla. The thought of traveling through a Tekydi again sickened him, but he had to do it. He did not want to stay here. Thoroughly terrified by what he had seen, and still grimacing in pain, he made his way back through the alley towards the Tekydi.
Only nothing happened. He stood frozen, then looked around.
It was here. Focus on that teal room with the blue and white half-moon couches. The two entrances and that lovely butterfly vase. And Zayla, Maggie and Yumi, he said to himself as he took a slight step to the right.
Still in the alley.
Where did it go? What if I can’t get back?
He took another step towards where he thought the Tekydi should be.
“Shit!”
In a panic, he took another step and then another. “Fucking thing! Where is—”
He disappeared.
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“If,” David raised his hand in defense, “if this is all true, where are my powers? I don’t have any.” He rubbed his fuzzy blonde hair and waved his arms up in defeat.
Yes, you do, Zayla projected into his mind.
David heard Zayla loud and clear, and he shook his head in disbelief.
He sat on a white half-moon sofa facing a matching sapphire blue half-moon sofa. The teal room with white trim seemed to have the essence of a medical facility, and the drowsy white lighting made it feel even more institutionalized. It smelled Lysol clean, yet there was an underlying shea-coconut fragrance beneath. It was not coming from him—Helen didn’t like the smell and they didn’t have any of those scented products in their home. Perhaps the woman now identified as his sister, Maggie, used a shampoo or body lotion with the scent. Or that was just what Plythi’i smelled like. He glanced at the other two women, his mother and his half-sister Yumi.
The man named Utyi leaned casually in the silver doorway, arms relaxed across his chest. He had not spoken since he had arrived only moments after the three women.
David’s mind flashed between wonder and disbelief, trying to grapple with what they had just told him. Sense powers. Huply. War. The fact that civilization has been around a lot longer than what people had thought. A hidden species. He marveled again at the appearance of the Plythi’i women.
Blonde twins, David thought, observing them. Almost. Interesting, Hitler would have been proud. David leaned back on the couch, still unable to speak.
“Your wife, Amber, was the first as well as your daughter,” Zayla said.
“Why?” David asked. What they had told him seemed to make sense, if it was the truth, but he asked the question anyway.
“Somehow the Shepherd know that you are Huply and having a child of Huply and human mix makes your daughter Shepherd in their eyes.”
“And that’s when you and Inklebrawt came in and…and rescued me?”
Yumi moved over to Zayla; she held a device, an electronic tablet.
“David, do you recognize these two men?” Zayla placed her finger on the screen and an image projected above the table. The hologram came to life, capturing one fat man and one skinny man dressed in outdated grey suits—suits like the men he had confronted in Afghanistan.
It was as if he was there, standing with them outside a bookstore. The sign above their heads identified the bookstore as Angelica’s Bookstore.The sounds and smells permeated his senses, and he felt he could move within the projected image. The fat man had eyeglasses on, and next to him, the tall thin man raised his hand to block out the sun.
Walking across the street, a woman abruptly froze in front of the men and contorted into the same position as Amber and Helen.
“No. I don’t know them.” David shook his head.
“You will. This happened moments ago. Your brother, Nicola, captured it.”
Yumi recognized Cinco.
So did Utyi, who guarded his sadness, controlling his features so that no one could gauge his reaction at seeing his son. Cinco was still here on Earth, then. Of course, he was—Utyi had taken the Tekydi, his son’s only escape. The image was haunting for Utyi. He knew his son was dead if he had not left Earth in time.
David heard a grunt from Nicola within the hologram. The image shook, capturing Nicola’s retreating point of view as he ran back into the alley.
As the image dissipated, Inklebrawt stumbled through the door beside Utyi and bumped into one of the half-moon couches. Steadying himself with a nod to David, he made his way next to Zayla.
“So, let me get this straight,” David began, “you are saying that you are my real mother and that man,” he pointed to Utyi, “is my father, and this woman is my stepsister?” He pointed to Yumi. He continued, “This woman here,” he pointed to Maggie, “is my sister as well as this Nicoli, who I still haven’t met, is my brother?”
Maggie shifted uncomfortably.
“Nicola,” Zayla corrected and nodded. “He will be here shortly.”
“And Inklebrawt? Who is he related to?” he looked at Inklebrawt.
“Inklebrawt is your brother.”
“What!?” David stood up from the couch. He had guessed Inklebrawt to be somewhat of an enigma, but not this much of an enigma and certainly not his brother. David studied Inklebrawt closely and frowned—something was not right.
“Zayla said you must not know until now,” Inklebrawt spoke softly.
Yumi was staring at Inklebrawt as well. Cinco clearly failed to capture him, but the Shepherd knew of him now and he was in danger, just like the rest of them. Cinco could have killed Nicola and herself, yet he had not—why? A part of human behavior she did not understand. A part she will never understand.
David looked at all of them again, teetering on the edge of reality and wanting nothing more than to run away.
“No,” he said. “My real parents were killed when I was in my mother’s womb in a car accident, and I was brought up by my uncle. I don’t have powers. What powers? What, like Superman?” he tried to joke. No one said anything as David looked around for answers.
Inklebrawt grinned a little, then controlled his unintended display of amusement.
“Look, all I know is that I had a great childhood growing up with my uncle and went to university, then the Navy SEALs and now I work for some unknown entity, just like Inklebrawt,” he said. “I’ve had a perfectly normal life.”
“All true.” Zayla nodded. “You needed to be hidden away from your true past, and we let it be so until now,” she said.
Ignoring Zayla, David said mockingly towards Maggie, “And you, sister, where were you all this time?” Maggie looked at Zayla and Utyi, and they both gave a consenting nod.
“Much like you, though I did not enter the Navy SEALs. I uh, decided to take a science route and am working on my Post-Doc at MIT.” She shifted nervously and blurted, “I am a part-time singer in a ragtime cover band too.” She looked at Utyi. “Though unlike you, I knew Utyi was my real father since I was a baby. He told me our real mother was killed in the war. He trained me in my Plythi’i Sense while I matured, but I did not know I had siblings. I thought I was the only Huply here on Earth. I grew up thinking this to be true, until recently, when Inklebrawt saved me.” She eyed Inklebrawt, but Inklebrawt’s focus remained on David.
David put his hands on his head, then on his hips. He looked straight at Zayla.
“My Amber and Helen. These Tsr’ Yyd froze them. How do I get them back?”
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Maggie watched Inklebrawt nod in understanding to both Zayla and Utyi. The three were standing near the silver doorway; she could not hear what they were saying.
Maggie stood with David and Yumi, waiting for someone to start a conversation. Yumi sat comfortably on the blue couch positioned between the two white sofa seats, effectively completing a U-shaped gathering. Maggie stood awkwardly in the middle, and David leaned against the far wall next to another door.
Confusion, disbelief, awe, realization, and denial—a rollercoaster of unfamiliar yet connecting tracks ran wobbly through his mind. The tension between the three siblings was thick with distrust.
David turned just in time to see Inklebrawt leave.
“Inklebrawt!” David shouted, stepping forward a little. Inklebrawt hesitated then continued to walk away from Zayla and Utyi, disappearing from the room. Maggie folded her arms across her chest, hugging herself with nervous discomfort.
“I wanted to ask him some questions—where is he off to now?” David asked no one with a wave to the doorway.
Me too, Maggie thought.
“Important business, stepbrother,” Yumi said.
David turned and looked at Yumi. “Will you stop?”
“Stop what?” Yumi asked.
“This whole thing, I don’t know.” David shook his head and looked at Maggie for some type of reassurance. Maggie stared back at David then looked away.
He does look like my brother, Maggie thought. She could imagine how she had looked when she had been a toddler, and how he would have looked—the difference between their phenotypical features would not vary all that much, she suspected.
Yumi admired her fingernails and the two half-moon rings; the sight of them triggered memories.
She spoke without looking at her half-siblings, “Listen. Each of these rings represents a stepbrother or stepsister. They are long dead now. Each was the supposed Huply Savior of humankind.” She drew her focus away from the rings and looked between David and Maggie.
“That had been in the time of Inklewhaat. Mind your mother and myself, David, Maggie, for we knew you as Davati and Magyti long ago when this began. This time it appears the Tsr’ Yyd have revealed their presence. Though, I am confident, since we cannot see them, it is in fact the Shepherds behind all of this.” What Yumi really feared was repeat of the failure of her efforts during Inklewhaat’s time. She had cared for them in her own programmed Plythi’i way.
“I feel the Tsr’ Yyd do not exist, stepbrother. The Shepherds do exist—I know that. This has all played out before, and always ends in destruction and heartbreak. My mother and Utyi are on a fool’s quest, once again, to save humans. This time, I intend to keep all of you safe. I wonder, though, will I have to add another ring to my finger, David, Maggie?”
David did not answer, just set his jaw in defiance, and looked at Zayla and Utyi still conversing quietly near the door entrance.
Yumi looked at Maggie and ordered, “You, stepsister. Emit your Sense.”
Maggie looked at Yumi. No, she projected towards Yumi.
Yumi raised her eyebrows, learning a considerable amount from just that simple response. Scattered a bit, but I heard you clearly enough, she projected back, causing Maggie to look away.
“Utyi did train you, I see. Your projection has a touch of his Sense. Surprisingly, more of Zayla’s. You are definitely their daughter.”
“Excuse me?” Maggie asked.
“Potential Savior stepbrother, would you be so kind as to release your Sense for us?” Yumi asked David.
David looked at both women. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
“A repeat conversation, I see. Just like your brother, Nicola.”
Say something to her with your mind—a thought, Maggie projected to David.
David jumped and looked at Maggie, amazed. “What the hell?”
Yumi laughed.
“Your sister reached out to you, and you clearly heard her, good. Now reach out to both of us. “
“I can’t.”
“Just think something towards me,” Yumi said. “Then, do the same towards Maggie.” She pointed.
The two women waited. Nothing.
“I did,” David said.
Yumi shook her head. Like this! she projected to David sharply, and David shuddered.
“Stop. I can’t. I don’t want to be a part of this.”
“Too late,” Yumi admonished.
Zayla and Utyi watched from the doorway. Both could feel a trail of projections sent by the two women.
“David was not trained,” Utyi said.
“I know.” Zayla nodded.
“This is dangerous ground we tread.” Utyi swallowed past a knot in his throat. He was not completely sure about the plan Zayla had just revealed to him.
“We must go speak with them before unwise decisions are made,” Zayla said and made a move to enter the room, but Utyi gently grabbed her arm to stop her.
“My love, before you speak with them…your decision to eliminate the Shepherd at the bookstore?”
“What about it?”
“It could be dangerous for David to take on that task alone,” Utyi suggested.
“Nonsense. David will be fine. He is best trained for that type of task. I know Nicola was just there, but he would not be up for the task, though he followed his instructions well enough. The others are needed elsewhere.”
“True, but is it necessary to execute these Shepherd? They are likely harmless at this point. The Tsr’ Yyd have arrived. We must focus on the main Shepherd attack and try and communicate with the Tsr’ Yyd.”
“If they are removed, we don’t have to worry about them, and they could be providing guidance for the main Shepherd force,” Zayla said, voice matter of fact and cold.
Zayla squinted at Utyi, studying him for a long moment, gauging his reaction. “No more killing of Shepherd than necessary, I see. But Yumi said that the Shepherd she and Nicola had eluded mentioned that the Uag’ ti was still alive. Maybe he is already here, in that bookstore.”
“My brother died those many years ago. I am confident in that. But it does seem as though his legacy may thrive along with his ideology.” Utyi tried to make his voice sure and authoritative.
“Someone is leading the Shepherd organization,” Zayla stated flatly. “Let me have a word with our children, and you go about your task of gathering our forces on Ply’ to repel the main attack, as we discussed.”
She paused to consider. “I suppose you are correct, though. We can bypass those two Shepherd. We cannot risk one of our children at this point needlessly. Besides, Yumi said the tall Shepherd could have eliminated both herself and Nicola but didn’t.”
Utyi nodded in relief. “I take my leave, my love. Until time.”
Zayla smiled. “Until time, my love.” She turned and walked into the room.
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The three siblings looked up as Zayla entered the room and Utyi took his leave. She approached them with a smile that seemed forced; all three of them felt uncomfortable, apart from Yumi, who danced theory after theory within her mind to answer questions that did not connect to what exactly was transpiring.
Zayla stopped in front of David. “I see you are all getting to know each other.”
Yumi folded her arms across her chest, irritably tapping her foot. Maggie moved closer to David, who subconsciously moved slightly closer to her.
“You can say that. Look, Zayla, where is Inklebrawt? I need to speak to him,” David said.
“Inklebrawt is fine, and I feel your concern for him and confusion.” Zayla smiled.
“I’m not concerned about Inklebrawt. Far from it. I just want to get Helen and Amber back. You said I could.”
“In time, David. They are safe. The Tsr’ Y— ”
“The Tsr’ Yyd. The Tsr’ Yyd. It’s the Shepherd, and you know it, Mother. It always has been,” Yumi interrupted.
Zayla turned to Yumi. “That is incorrect, my daughter. I know they failed to show in the past, but this time they have arrived and protected the human females.”
“Protected? How is that? All the females look dead, frozen,” David said, growing angry.
“They are not. I assure you,” Zayla said confidently.
“Zayla is correct,” Maggie spoke softly. Yumi huffed a skeptical laugh under her breath. All three looked at Maggie, waiting for her to elaborate.
“The Tsr’ Yyd did arrive. I felt them. I felt the pain, even though I wasn’t stilled like the human females. Utyi said I could overcome it with training since I am Huply. He was correct.”
“Yeah, I felt it too, it hurt like a mother,” David said.
“How? You are male,” Maggie asked.
“The Tsr’ Yyd didn’t quite perfect their Sense, I suppose,” Zayla surmised.
“Wonderful. I’m sorry, but I cannot trust this Tears Wide—whoever or whatever they are,” David said. He walked over to a white butterfly vase and stared at it.
Zayla hadn’t heard the Tsr’ Yyd pronounced that way since Inklebrawt had been a little boy. “Seer Vide,” she corrected.
“Tsr’ Yyd, Tears Wide, who cares…” David said under his breath, looking at the vase and reaching out to touch it, fingers tracing the smooth curves with his very tactile fingers; they reminded him of Amber’s smooth hips lying in bed next to him a morning ago.
“David, you will get your wife and daughter back. But we need you to perform a critical task for them,” Zayla said.
David looked up at the wall in front of him. “How? Tell me what I need to do. I will do anything.”
“There are two Shepherd that need to be removed prior to the main Shepherd attack,” Zayla said.
“What, like the two Inklebrawt and I removed in Afghanistan?” he guessed. David had thought that operation had a weird undertone to it.
“Yes.”
David turned and faced her. “So, you and Utyi are my paycheck?”
Zayla nodded. “Yes.”
“If I get these guys, Amber and Helen will come back to me?”
“Yes, eventually. It is a key step in returning your wife and daughter to their normal state. It may be a key step to get all human females back,” Zayla confirmed.
“These men. The two you showed me from the tablet?” David asked.
“Yes.”
“Well, where do I find them?” David asked.
“Angelica’s bookstore in Naperville, if they are still there. Utyi and I believe they are a recon team for the main attack and are searching for and eliminating all possible Huply that could be the Savior. Which could be any one of you.”
“This is dangerous, Mother, risky,” Yumi said.
“David will be fine,” Zayla assured her.
“Complete this, and you will have Amber and Helen back.” She looked at David.
“Unlikely,” David said under his breath.
“I can help. I just came from there,” Nicola said from the door, where he was casually leaning against the frame, arms folded. No one had noticed his entry; now they all looked at him.
“Nicola. Please, come in.” Zayla smiled.
Nicola walked in and stood near Yumi, the only person he really knew, besides his brief encounter with Zayla and Maggie prior to his mission to the bookstore.
In Nicola’s opinion, that had been a waste of time. Yumi and himself had had Cinco captured and could have removed him if they had wanted to. They hadn’t at the time. Now he was surprised to find that he wanted to finish the job.
“So, this everyone?” Nicola asked, glancing around the room.
“Yes. Thank you for the information, Nicola. You took a significant risk that should, in the end, help with our efforts tremendously,” Zayla said.
Nicola shrugged. “No problem, I suppose.”
“What risk?” David asked.
Ignoring David, Zayla placed her hand on Nicola’s arm. “Nicola, this is your brother David.”
“Hey.” He gave a quick wave to him, and to Maggie, who he’d only met briefly.
David and Maggie had similar thoughts about their brother. The man looked sloppy and unprepared. His false, easy approach belied his true demeanor. Maggie felt as if she were looking at David, but a man not as sharpened or tense as he was. They did seem to portray similar mannerisms, but David’s was more toned, purposeful.
“Hi,” Maggie said aloud, then projected. Nice to meet you again, brother.
Nicola shook his head. “So, you too?” he asked, keeping his surprise tucked away.
David stood, motionless, waiting, and not understanding what had just happened.
“Not you?” Nicola asked David waiting to see if he could project.
“Not me what?” David asked.
“Never mind. Me neither,” Nicola said with a sarcastic shrug.
Still trying to forget what he had witnessed at Angelica’s bookstore, inside Nicola was a nervous wreck, but outwardly he managed to hide his fear. He was good at that. He looked again at David. His brother looked like a pure killer, cold and precise. The veins bulging from his muscles under his blue tee-shirt contoured a topography of strength across his frame, squared away by his perfect flat-top haircut.
His sister looked vulnerable, but he could also sense a deadly instinct within her, a beast bottled up and hidden by her fragile outward appearance. Her façade contained raw, untamed instinct that she could summon if needed, at any moment. Minus her blonde cropped hair, she was a mirror image of Zayla and Yumi.
Nicola would be no match for either head-to-head, he knew. They were in a class all their own. He doubted either knew it themselves, but they would fit in with his former gang back east—quiet, deadly, and unforgiving. Best to be on their good side, he decided.
“So, Zayla, the men were there at the bookstore. My guess is they still are, and they didn’t seem like they were going anywhere,” Nicola finally said.
He looked at Yumi briefly then continued, “They could be dangerous—I didn’t want to find out. As it was, my head seemed to massively explode when that woman froze or whatever just before I got the images. I ran back to the transport thing as fast as I could, thinking they did some mind attack or some shit. I don’t know…” he trailed off.
“The Tsr’ Yyd have arrived,” Zayla said.
“Hah, no shit.” Nicola gave a nervous laugh.
“The Tsr’ Yyd have arrived, but we—” Zayla tried to continue, but Nicola cut her off.
“So, I’m done here now, right? Can I go home now?” he asked in a hopeful voice.
“No. You must stay with us. It is too dangerous for you, that is why I and sending your brother to eliminate the two Shepherd.” She motioned to David.
Nicola looked at Yumi, but she just stared straight ahead at Maggie. It appeared she was sizing up his newly appointed sister, trying to figure her out. He also noticed that her wounds had completely disappeared.
Zayla gestured for them focus on her and gather around.
She then looked at everyone except Yumi. “You may all be the Savior together as one, including Inklebrawt. I do not know for sure; this knowledge does not have a place in my memory storage. David, you are to go to the bookstore, and after you complete your task eliminating the two Shepherd, meet Inklebrawt at ZantUm Inc. He is there protecting something vital to our victory over the Shepherd. He will protect you, as well. Maggie, Nicola, and Yumi, you will come with me to see my Father Zabric’i, who is preparing for the Plythi’i defense along with Utyi. We should not be late.”
“Why not just let us go our own way?” Nicola looked to his newly appointed siblings for support. “I mean, I’m sure I don’t have a real part in all of this. Maybe they do, but this is beyond me.” Nicola motioned to the others.
“You all have a part within the program. You are all essential,” Zayla said.
David raised his hand, looking impatient. “And how do I get to this bookstore?”
Zayla motioned toward the main door. “The Tekydi is there on the other side of the door.”
“I don’t see anything,” Nicola said, sarcastically stealing David’s words from his mouth.
“It’s there,” Zayla said simply.
“Tekydi?” David asked.
“Yes, it is the Plythi’i way to travel. Only those that contain Plythi’i Sense can activate the Tekydi. It alters space and time, taking you instantly to where you desire. It is a doorway to the emotional mind and fabric of the universe, and you will feel it weave within you,” Zayla explained.
“Right,” David murmured.
“It will mess you up, brother. No kidding,” Nicola said, shaking his head.
“I’m Huply, though, right?” David asked, and Zayla nodded.
“It will function for you as it did for Nicola; it is programmed for you and your siblings. Prior to walking into a Tekydi, you must think of the image of the bookstore and of the two men and stilled woman and nothing else. You will be placed there,” Zayla added.
“And this ZantUm Inc? Never been there, though I’ve heard of it.”
Zayla moved towards David and projected a vision into his mind. David shook his head to knock away Zayla’s Sense, but not before he saw the clear image of a dark room with towering computer hardware and a door labeled I3311.
“Do you have it?” Zayla asked.
He nodded. “Yes. I think so.”
“Describe to me what you see.”
“A lot of computer hardware—I guess—scattered around a room and a computer station of some type in the middle.”
Zayla nodded. “When you enter the Tekydi, focus on one of the empty spaces within the room.”
“Which one?” he asked.
“Any open space but be careful in your detailed thought.” 
“When can I leave? Now?” David asked.
“Yes.”
David walked past Zayla then hesitated. “Where is it?” he looked at the empty space of the doorway.
“Just inside the doorway where I left it,” Nicola said.
“I need a weapon. To eliminate these Shepherd and protect Inklebrawt, if the need should arise,” David said, hesitating.
“Here you go, brother,” Nicola tossed him a 9mm pistol equipped with a silencer. “Picked it up before I came here.”
David checked the action to verify it was locked and loaded.
Nicola smiled. “Happy hunting.”
David nodded, then thought of the bookstore and walked through the doorway; all four witnessed David vanish.
“Don’t see that every day. Helluva way to travel. Fucks with your mind a bit, though,” Nicola said, still shaken from his own experience.
“Zayla, I…I don’t feel right. Something is wrong,” Maggie spoke softly.
“Mother. I…” Yumi began to speak, her eyes widening in surprise.
Zayla shuddered, and her face suddenly paled. Yumi and Maggie felt a strong projection release from Zayla coated with a Sense of absolute fear. Zayla’s eyes flashed, and the half-moons on her hands flashed too, blue turning to burning magnesium white. Nicola stared, wide-eyed, then cringed from the bright light and power of Sense that even he could feel.
“We must go. Now!” Zayla whispered harshly and immediately began moving towards the doorway and the other invisible Tekydi.
Maggie glanced at Yumi, whose face was terror stricken as she turned to follow Zayla without question. Maggie followed Yumi and Nicola trailed behind, holding his head against the lingering pain.




Ink Trails





STILLNESS DAY, ATTLEBORO FALLS, MA

 
Inklebrawt crouched in the tree line at the edge of Mason Field and Playgrounds, near where he had first met Maggie. It was nearing dusk. He hid behind a tree, watching a mob of thirty or so men milling around. They were in front of a mix of motorcycles, cars, and trucks parked haphazardly on the lawn. Most carried a variety of rifles and pistols. One man stood on top of one of the trucks with his hands on his hips. As Inklebrawt watched, the man crossed his arms over his chest and raised his chin. He could not hear what the man was preaching, but he did recognize him, even from this distance.
Tim Gritmuff let out a shout and waved towards a group of stilled females on the edge of the crowd. The men cheered and roared in what sounded like agreement. Inklebrawt looked at the three females nearest to him. Teenagers, they stood frozen in a line together. Practice pom poms lay in the grass near them, their routine interrupted. One of the girls looked like the barista who had taken his coffee order at the café days ago.
Sorry, Inklebrawt thought to them. He looked away from the disturbing scene and returned his attention back to Tim and the crowd. He was clearly the leader. The world had changed rapidly. The people were certainly frightened and maybe not the brightest, but they were angry and willing and needed someone to lead—anybody. Inklebrawt could not ignore the possibility that some of the men in the crowd were Shepherd.
Inklebrawt had arrived here by mistake. The Tekydi should have brought him directly to ZantUm Inc., but at the last moment, his mind had turned to Maggie. The thought of her had prompted the Tekydi to travel to this location, where they had first met.
He went to get a closer look, moving from tree to tree to stay hidden within the shadows.
“…we do?” Tim was asking the crowd, and they yelled back, a cacophony of mixed emotions and ideas—most sounded violent to Inklebrawt. Tim waved his hands, trying to quiet the crowd.
“Calm…own…before…town is ours! Then…the bastards!” More yelling from the crowd.
Inklebrawt saw a police officer tied with rope, wrists behind his back and latched to the waist of a stilled female. Another officer mirrored him about five feet away. Both officers moaned, faces bloody and bruised. He also noticed Tim’s brother, Jim Gritmuff, wearing a bolted neck brace that partially covered his smirk, bobbing awkwardly like a drunk Gumby every time he shifted his position.
Shepherd, he thought. I have no time for this. He knew he could bypass this group easily, but seeing Tim again stirred up a rage of selfish emotions. He bowed his head as his eyes glowed a fierce blue and focused deeply, full of hate and unrelenting malice. A sharp gust of wind rustled the trees beside him and leached out into the field.
Inklebrawt, no! Zayla tried to project.
Jim let out a terrible gurgle and his head imploded, eyeballs, teeth, tongue, and metal neck-brace crunching together in a puff of red spray. Tim’s head followed suit.
Inklebrawt fell to all fours, his Sense let loose with more strength than he could control, and one by one all the men in the crowd died with the same gut-wrenching gurgle and snapping implosion, sounding off like the crackling of bursting bubble wrap.
In moments, devastation sprawled across the field.
Inklebrawt opened his bright blue eyes, gasping for air. The trees above swayed in his vision, and he fell face-first to the ground, unconscious.
The stilled females were spared from Inklebrawt’s untamed anger; they remained erect, standing like mock tombstones for the dead.




Tears of Salvation





STILLNESS DAY, NAPERVILLE, IL

 
Dark clouds blocked the late afternoon sun as rain poured down in sheets, plastering David’s blue tee-shirt to his skin. He leaned his shoulder against a brick wall in an alley parallel to Angelica’s Bookstore in downtown Naperville IL.
He had appeared out of the Tekydi, muscles stiff, blinking at the strange feeling of travel and the sudden rain alike. He had arrived across the street, where Nicola had been outside Angelica’s Bookstore. 
That was new. He thought he had been here for long minutes, waiting, though it could have also been a moment ago. The Plythi’i way to travel—the Tekydi—played with your mind. In one place, then suddenly in another. He could sense that time was meaningless—he did not want to know, honestly.
He rubbed raindrops away from his forehead and tried to decide if he should breach the door of the bookstore or try for a stealthy assault. Noticing that he was not entirely out of the light of the streetlamp—turned on early due to the overcast sky—he took a step back. A thunderclap of lightning lit up the stormy sky, highlighting his blue eyes. He checked the pistol Nicola had given him and cocked the hammer back slowly, eyes fixed on the still form of a young woman standing in the middle of the street across from him. He frowned.
Leaning back against the wall, he checked his pistol again and then took another quick peek around the corner. His attention briefly focused on the woman standing on the sidewalk near him. She had not changed from the image Nicola had taken of her and the two Shepherd men.
Still—like all the other females, like his Amber and Helen.
The rain splashed off her forehead; her grotesquely opened eyes did not blink as the raindrops puddled, then dripped down the side of her cheeks. It looked as if she was crying silently for help, her overextended jaw thrust in defiance towards the sky—a frozen appeal to God, perhaps. The fountain of tears trickling down her statue torso sparkled like crystals from the flashing lightning. Despite the horror, in the rain, she appeared to be a frozen angelic being.
David looked around the bend of the alley towards the front door of the bookstore as he heard the entry and exit bell ring; the door swung open. Two men paused together, opening their umbrellas, then began to walk slowly towards David. One fat man, one thin man, just like the image. He tried to gather himself and looked towards the sky, blinking the raindrops away.
God, grant me justice. Closing his eyes, he whispered, “I’m sorry. Forgive me again.”
The rain stopped. 
He breathed in deeply, opened his eyes, exhaled, and checked his pistol a final time. He could hear them clearly now as they approached.
“So, you will see her when you return?” Eru asked Cinco over the last few drops of pelting rain.
“Yes, the boys too.”
“That’s good. Good.” Eru nodded, wobbling alongside Cinco.
“And you will see Vera when this is over?” Cinco asked.
“Oh, yes.” Eru smiled and twitched his eyebrows in a sly manner. “Can’t come too soon. Perhaps along with a few Earthling women?” he joked.
David stepped out of the alleyway and walked briskly up to both men.
Startled at the sight of David appearing in front of them, pistol raised, Cinco tried to raise his free hand in defense.
“Wai—”
One bullet to each, square in the forehead.
Both men crumbled and fell to the ground, umbrellas tumbling beside them, and at that moment, the rain began to fall again.
“Done,” David whispered and stepped over the two dead men, walking briskly down the sidewalk and placing the pistol into his pants as he passed the bookstore entrance and the frozen ballerina.
There was another frozen girl in the middle of the street in the same number seven en pointe position. A girl of about ten years old stood silent, a young adult book titled To Begin Again laying next to her toes. A man lay next to her on his side in a fetal position, cradling a wooden Louisville baseball bat. As David approached, he lifted his head from the ground, groggily, and stared with sleepless eyes.
“You stay away from my daughter,” he warned in a dry, hoarse voice, gripping the bat at the ready and standing up. David stopped in front of him and stared with a blank expression.
“You stay away, or I’ll kill you,” the man threatened again. David only nodded, then began to walk away. The man watched him closely. As David passed by him, the man looked at his daughter helplessly then put his head down in sorrow and wept.
I should be grieving for my Helen and Amber just the same, David thought.
He continued to walk past the company of female ballerinas in the streets. Of course, he knew they were not standing on their toes—they were floating exactly eleven millimeters above the ground. Just as he knew the two men he had just killed were not entirely human, and yet were not much different than himself.
He reached the entrance to the alley, and the location of the Tekydi near a dumpster. A man stood in the alley. He was waiting, rising up on his toes, flexing hard on his calves, hands gripped tight in a fist by his side, knuckles white.
David stopped. “What are you doing?”
The man turned his head to look at David with a wildly intense stare.
“I am trying to join them.” The man blinked and looked down towards his bare feet in a puddle, toes bloody and worn from grinding on the tarmac. “I want to be with my daughters and girlfriend,” he whispered.
“These Tsr’ Yyd better be true to their word,” David said to him as he took another step and disappeared.
“What?” the confused man asked no one.




Ink’s Dighi’





 STILLNESS DAY MINUS 7663, PLY’

 
A fifteen-year-old Inklebrawt Winklehank sat cross-legged on a silver grassy overhang, watching the slow calm stream of Flactal plants trickling past his Dighi’ location. In the eleven years he had resided on what he now considered his home planet, Ply’, Inklebrawt had learned the depths of the true self, his Dighi’. 
Zayla and Utyi had schooled him in human history, advanced physical and life sciences, and the arts. They had taught him tactics for survival and the discernment of weakness and strength. While maturing on Ply’, Zayla and Utyi had taught him as a mother and father should.
He had learned of physical and ethereal prepositions—birth paths that imparted the limits of human and Plythi’i traits. Nature weaved a continuous game within Inklebrawt’s mind that left him confused but curious about many topics.
The stream below his Dighi’ reflected back the two moons in the night sky alongside the floating grey plants of Flactal that resembled lily pads from Earth. They floated in stark contrast to the vibrant pink and green and blue plant life covering the surrounding landscape of silver grass.
Tiny groups of Viliki hopped and beeped their unknown language, gathering their necessary sustenance from the top roots of the sailing plants. The Viliki poked each mined section of the grey plant with a hollowed elongated beak, producing a vibrant color within the Viliki’s torso that spread through to the tips of their wings, which now glowed a vibrant pink and blue. After the harvest of one plant, the group of Viliki moved to an unmined grey plant and repeated the process, leaving a trail of colorful plants in their wake as they sailed downstream. The plants would lose their pigment and turn grey again, signifying replenishment of nutrients for the next harvest, when the planet completed its natural rotation out of the darkness and into the light a hundred and eleven days from now.
Footsteps behind Inklebrawt distracted him from his deep thoughts on the creation of the Viliki and the home they floated on. Their programmed goal was clear to them as they mechanically processed their farms, unlike his goal for his life, which seemed complicated and without conclusion.
“My son,” Zayla opened.
“Mother,” Inklebrawt acknowledged, his back still facing away from her.
Zayla stood beside Inklebrawt. “May I?” She gestured towards the ground beside him.
He nodded. “Of course.”
She sat beside him, and they shared long moments of silence.
“What have we processed today?” Zayla broke the silence.
“It is not what we have processed today. It is I,” Inklebrawt said.
Zayla nodded. “You did well earlier. Your Sense grows strong.”
“It hurt,” Inklebrawt said stoically, remembering his training for the preparation of meeting the Tsr’ Yyd.
“That is part of your knowing. You must know what you will face when the time comes. When the Tsr’ Yyd arrive on Earth.”
“I cannot tolerate immense torture.”
“You know very well about time.”
“I do know it wraps and contorts with harsh dominance my desire to understand the fabric of myself,” Inklebrawt said. Though young, his understanding of himself and the universe showed great wisdom.
“Time is, indeed, harsh, something I have yet to comprehend. It is a problem with innumerable possibilities and contains entrapped errors that cannot be diverted or molded the way one’s awareness would desire.”
Zayla reached over and held Inklebrawt’s hand, her half-moon tattoos glowing brightly; Inklebrawt felt her residual reassuring heat.
Inklebrawt took a deep breath and focused his attention across the stream towards a large hill decorated with blue and pink Loodi flowers. They were prevalent on this side of Ply’, particularly during the waning of the planet’s tilt towards its dominant star. A group of Loodi flowers bobbed in sync, then stiffened, puffing sparkling silver spores into the air. The spores floated about as dust dissolving, then settled to the silver grass, emitting tiny sparkles on each blade like a late autumn frost on Earth.
His human ancestors had created this artificial world for the Plythi’i before the last ice age with the intent of terraforming and colonizing Mars. He had learned that the technology to design and build such a world was being rediscovered on Earth as the TERRAp, a rudimentary theory to terraform a planet. It was only an idea now, but he would be the one to perfect and utilize that technology with the arrival of the Tsr’ Yyd, if the need should arise, once he returned to Earth.
“Your Dighi’, your desire for true self, has evolved?” Zayla asked.
“No.”
“Explain that I may learn.” Zayla looked away from the small group of mining Viliki and awaited his answer.
“To be Plythi’i like you.”
“You cannot. It is not possible.”
Inklebrawt felt a familiar bitterness at Zayla’s response. It seemed every time he shared his answer, it created an endpoint in their conversation that caused an immediate circle, entrapping him in a negative feedback loop. Utyi would also ask him the same question, though Inklebrawt could sense his father was also trying to piece together the same puzzle within himself, perhaps seeking answers by conversing with Inklebrawt.
“I am half Plythi’i, though I long to be like you and father and others around me.”
“You are very much like your father. He is one of the first Huply and is truly remarkable. Just like you are.”
“When I return to Earth tomorrow, I am not entirely sure I will fit in. I will miss your company and your…your love.”
“My Inklebrawt. Though your return will be difficult to adapt to, you will manage. Your human instincts are always in you, and you must not shy from that emotion instilled within you. You know better than I what it is like to contain uncontrolled love or hate on a moment's whim.”
Inklebrawt nodded. “Utyi taught me this several times. It hurts to be human. Not physically. The emotional integrity of self and of others are painful constants.”
“Yes, the essence of a human. You know love more than a Plythi’i can fathom. We say love and pretend to understand what human love means. But for us, it is merely a word. A word that has a meaning which constantly changes in multiple ways, touching one’s life spirit, then disappearing and appearing in cycles. In so many ways have the Plythi’i tried to understand this love. It is equivalent to time. Ever present, uncontrollable, distant, close by, never-ending.”
“God,” Inklebrawt suggested.
“Perhaps.”
“Mother, when the Tsr’ Yyd...” Inklebrawt let his words hang.
“You must be brave. Whatever your command, there is no incorrect path or resistance to your choice. The humans on Earth are unaware of what is to become of them. You may choose between human or Huply. But know this, you will always have human within you.”
“I will miss Ply’. It is all I know,” Inklebrawt said sadly.
“All will work out the way you choose. You may not understand what guides you, but time and love will be undaunting in their task, forever steadfast in its nature.”
“Death is ever-present,” Inklebrawt said.
“A contrived word for infinitely slowing time and never quite reaching an endpoint, perhaps,” Zayla suggested.
Mathematical equations of phi and singularities flew through Inklebrawt’s mind, all coming to the same conclusion.
A Roltvi barked, echoing within the forest and interrupting his thoughts. Nearby, another Roltvi extended its long neck and circled its lips, knocking together gums and blunted square teeth to reply in a higher pitch. The call was answered by yet another with an even higher-pitched barking hoot. The next ended in a high yip. Inklebrawt knew the answering calls would be unheard by a Huply as the pitch would be too high. Though Inklebrawt didn’t know it—despite his knowledge of so many other things on Ply’—they signified the turn of a Roltvi’s lifespan and the announcement of a new one.
Everything designed on Ply’ was for the Plythi’i and confined for the Plythi’i within the Convictions. Ply’ seemed to be a complete musical score of symmetry, solidifying a manufactured symbiotic relationship. His human ancestors had shown brilliance in creating such a place.
“Mother. I am scared,” Inklebrawt confessed.
“An emotion that Plythi’i acknowledge. Death, for us, is the end. Humans are different. This we have learned for thousands and thousands of years witnessing humans evolve.”
“May I press the Plythi’i Convictions again prior to my departure? I have only pressed them once for sync.”
“You may. But remember your thought training. Do not allow yourself to go beyond your Sense capabilities. It could prove to be dangerous, not only for yourself, but others around you.”
“I promise.”
Inklebrawt contemplated again the Plythi’i Convictions. “Utyi was with me for my first and only time. He should be there with me this time?”
“No. You may go unaided.”
Inklebrawt nodded.
“Remember, it might be difficult for you to control your human emotions, but do not neglect instinctual human knowledge. There are more answers contained in that knowledge than within the Plythi’i Convictions.”
Inklebrawt nodded, though he did not believe her. They both sat together in silence, neither speaking. The Viliki slowly began to terminate their mining, and each individual Flactal plant flashed a defined color as they entered their standstill until needed for the next harvest.
“Until formal night goodbye, Mother.” He stood and left Zayla to mend to herself.
“Until time.” Zayla smiled, then focused her attention back towards the departing Viliki. The absorption and processing of the released dusting of falling spores from the Loodi flowers supplemented her artificial life, and she reveled in the consumption of nutrients as only a Plythi’i could.
◆◆◆
 
The silver egg-shaped Undicon pulsed like a heartbeat, its flexible biomaterial compressing and stretching with each pulse. Legs resembling tubes molded with composite metals fed into the ground and intertwined within the planet itself. A faint noise drummed within the room, producing a soft, almost hypnotizing pulsing hum. The alternating silver and blue light highlighted Inklebrawt’s form as he stood in front of it.
The Plythi’i Convictions lay contained within. All the known knowledge of the Plythi’i floated just above the ground, within easy reach. Blue-fluorescent lighting covering the oval-shaped room faded as Inklebrawt placed his hand on a pad designed to fit that of a Huply with five fingers—six Plythi’i fingers would be too many. The Plythi’i could access the Convictions in another location upon the Ply’ Undicon not known to Inklebrawt.
The light of the oval-shaped room dimmed to a soft silver, meshing with the color of the Undicon as it instantly created a tightening bond with Inklebrawt. He could feel the ripple of connection tingle his fingers and crawl up his arm into his brain. His eyes glowed blue as raw emotion spread within. Not peace. Not love. Not hate. The rush of pure unbiased knowledge flowed into his being, freely without restraint. Faces of humans, Huply, Shepherd, Plythi’i, and other faces yet unknown to him passed through his mind. They all felt familiar, as though he already met them all.
Individuality was non-existent, and an overbearing weave of ‘now’ streamed through him. Time was meaningless. The Undicon steadied his mind and body to a near-perfect stagnant parity, and he felt he had escaped to a place few have experienced. Myths siphoned aside—the blunt force of integrity struck deep within him.
He lost self, his Dighi’, and an unimaginable hurt filled a void within he did not know he contained.
He wanted to run—he could feel the emotional burdens of every human crushed into a singularity barely capable of substantial meaning. The raw emotion of it all was too much to bear, and it took every effort to maintain the connection.
Hampered by his humanity, a familiar entity reverberated within his Plythi’i circuitry. His mind remembered this presence from the first and only time he had touched the Ply’ Undicon, with Utyi beside him when he had been a toddler. Purely neutral, it moved aside any type of emotion, creating a pure balance of neither love nor hate. The unimpeded emotions should have overwhelmed Inklebrawt, but this entity would not allow fear, overriding his human side and programming his Plythi’i side.
This entity was the Tsr’ Yyd.
As it connected to him, it instilled a new meaning for Inklebrawt, casting the previous meaning of Inklebrawt’s Dighi’ aside. The Tsr’ Yyd flattened Inklebrawt’s confined insight of everything he knew, and the feeling of not-being-alone rushed through him. There were many others like Inklebrawt trapped in parity. Never created, never destroyed, though ever-present.
He could feel the power!
The Tsr’ Yyd are!
Relentless, flawless, ever-present. He did not like it, and yet, at the same time he did not want the connection to end. Ever.
A sudden realization hit him as a wave of horrifying and unescapable knowledge released from the Tsr’ Yyd and Inklebrawt felt the panicked urge to escape nearly overwhelm him. But before he could manage to sever the connection, the Tsr’ Yyd gripped him in one last vise of thought. Inklebrawt felt he was about to explode into a million pieces but as the churning power of Tsr’ Yyd surged, his connection to the Undicon was forcibly and abruptly cut off before he could understand or sate his human lust for truth.
He stood, cast aside, and felt very alone once again.
Inklebrawt thought for long moments about what had just happened; it had felt like he had seen the last billions of years across all time. Inklebrawt had felt their knowing, ripping through all his being, and been left naked for all to see. Neither human nor Huply could ever fully grasp the true knowledge bestowed by the Tsr’ Yyd. Though his questions remained unanswered and his Dighi’ remained unchanged. The Tsr’ Yyd had reinvigorated one very inherent human emotion after the connection had terminated—the first emotion when born. Fear.
The blue glow surrounding his eyes dimmed. His human emotions lay unrested and open to fear, and he recognized that they had been raped by the pervasive neutrality of the Tsr’ Yyd. If he embraced such emotion, he would have shuttered from the sheer latency the Tsr’ Yyd harnessed and measured.
He left the Undicon feeling disappointed and cheated.
He decided to go to Zayla and Utyi’s boncasa to say the formal night goodbye. It would be his last chance to do so on Ply’. Tomorrow he would sleep on Earth and stay there forever.
He steadied his pace as he walked towards the resting quarters for all Plythi’i. He took a short cut through silver grass to avoid traversing the winding path down to the boncasa, trampling and kicking up spores from the Loodi flowers; they puffed into the air with each step, but the tiny spores did not latch onto him and cause euphoric emotion within, for he was not Plythi’i.
The boncasa lay half-buried and half floating near a shallow dry gulch with no apparent entrance or windows. It appeared as two glowing, hazy doors that looked like giant blue hamburger buns about to connect. Entering was a simple matter of walking in between the two buns and becoming the meat, completing the burger. He stood before it hesitant, picking at his fingernail.
This is the last time I will enter their boncasa. It will be the last time I leave it too. It was the last time I sat at my Dighi’. Today was a lot of lasts.
He finally stepped into the boncasa and continued through a white oval arching hallway tinged with a blue hue and laced with flowing silver lines. The lines resembled a network of neuron cells branching and connecting through the walls and ceiling. His footsteps clicked with each beat of the gentle rolling hum coming from Zayla and Utyi’s rest hatch. From their oval doorway, he could see Utyi sleeping with Zayla beside him. Her breathing was steady, and her tattoos glowed brightly together with each breath, creating a soft sliver blue hue around the room. A tube from her navel connected to a white oval-like object labeled NXTGeN beside her, pulsing silver with streaking dots of blue. The replenishing substance within flowed back and forth within her Vaniki’ and temporarily pigmented her skin an ash grey.
“Mother?”
Zayla turned her head towards Inklebrawt and opened her eyes. The glow of her eyes dimmed.
“Yes, dear Inklebrawt?”
“I wanted to say my formal night goodbye.”
Zayla smiled. “Good night, my son.”
Inklebrawt moved over to their rest hatch and sat cross-legged beside Zayla. She reached over and grabbed Inklebrawt’s hand softly.
Inklebrawt opened quietly, “You have neglected to tell me yet as to why Huply and Shepherd exist. You must tell me before I go to Earth. The answer is not cited in the Plythi’i Convictions; it seems fended.”
Zayla reached over and grabbed Utyi’s hand, not disrupting his true sleep, yet connecting all three of them together. The action caused Utyi to shift a bit, subconsciously tightening his grip on Zayla’s hand. Inklebrawt felt a slight emotion of what he knew to be love, but the feeling Zayla instilled within him seemed incomplete and disoriented, a counterfeit derivative of love. The tinge of real love he felt might have been from Utyi—Zayla channeling Utyi’s emotions into herself, somehow acting as a conduit.
Human emotion welled up within Inklebrawt; he had felt this from Zayla before, and tears began to fill his eyes. His mother meant well, but he could tell it was not real, raw natural love. Zayla smiled, squeezing Inklebrawt’s hand.
“You are of energy and soul. The Plythi’i are similar but not like you. Never forget, you have the true essence of the human.” She paused, then continued, “You must save the humans. They are our beginning and can be our end. Without humans, Plythi’i would not exist, as Utyi and I have told you several times.” She paused again. “You would not exist.”
Inklebrawt swallowed the knotted lump in his throat. He knew the answer to what-must-be-completed when the Shepherd arrived on Earth to subdue the humans. Inklebrawt leaned over and kissed Zayla on the cheek. He stood up and wiped his tear from his cheek.
“Until time, Mother.”
Zayla smiled. “Yes, time.”
Inklebrawt looked at Utyi and whispered as he turned to leave, “Until time, Father.”
Later, laying within his rest hatch, Inklebrawt held Blue Doggie in his hands. Blue Doggie’s black eyes stared blankly as always, but Inklebrawt held firm to his fantasy that Blue Doggie felt real love towards him.
“I’m scared, Blue Doggie,” Inklebrawt spoke softly.
Blue Doggie remained silent.
Inklebrawt rubbed his bow and closed his eyes.




Killing Field





STILLNESS DAY, ATTLEBORO FALLS, MA

 
Inklebrawt’s eyes snapped opened; blurred blades of prairie grass wavered. Blinking, he struggled to pull himself onto all fours, sitting sluggishly up against a tree, his back to the field. He stared at a ladybug as it made its way across his shin. The dizziness faded and his focus returned. He looked up into the tree canopy, leaves fluttering from the wind and scattering the late afternoon sun.
What have I done?
Oops.
No, that is not the correct reaction.
He stood up, leaning against the tree, his head and shoulder bending a branch above him; it flexed, then came down jiggling in the air beside him. He moved away from the tree towards the location of the Tekydi. His steps were sluggish and slow, full of sadness. He felt as if he had swallowed a black hole, sequestering misery that could never escape.
He did not look at the field.
Solemn repentant guilt burned deep within him, and the details of the scene in that field struck him with each step, even though he refused to look. He wanted to vanish from the world altogether, but instead, he disappeared towards ZantUm Inc.
◆◆◆
 
Zayla stood within the tree line at Mason Field and Playgrounds along with Maggie, Yumi, and Nicola. Immediately upon their arrival, Nicola had vomited profusely. He had witnessed and committed horrible cruelties in his past line of work, but nothing like what lay in the field before them.
“This place is devolved, full of human hatred,” Yumi whispered, a new programmed path of shock freezing her face as she absorbed the devastation.
“What did this?” Maggie asked, holding her hand over her mouth.
“I don’t know,” Zayla said. She wasn’t looking at the killing field, but was searching along the tree line for something. She knew Inklebrawt had released a tremendous amount of Sense not too long ago at this location, and whatever hope she had managed to conjure was overturned by her programmed logical reasoning.
“The Tsr’ Yyd?” Maggie asked.
Yumi shook her head and looked at Zayla. She knew that to be impossible.
“No,” Zayla said, and Yumi nodded in agreement.
“The Shepherd maybe,” Yumi suggested.
“Why kill everyone?” Maggie asked.
“Not everyone. The females were spared,” Nicola said, pointing to the stilled cheerleaders down and the few other floating females in the field.
“Maybe a group of the Shepherd together? They lost control of whatever Sense they have?” Yumi proposed again.
“My daughter,” Zayla whispered, still peering along the trees. “You know as well as I that a Shepherd did not do this. Nor a group of Shepherd. You felt the Sense, the same as I.” Zayla started to walk away from them, studying the ground, appearing to be tracking something.
“I think I felt it too,” Maggie said.
“Felt what?” Nicola asked beside them, stomach now empty. “What are we doing here?”
“What am I doing here?” he mumbled to himself, then coughed and spat out more vomit.
“Stepsister Maggie, you may have felt something, but Zayla and I, we definitely felt it. A terrible horror of a feeling. A twisting sadistic rape of the Sense, without allotment for good or evil,” Yumi said while watching Zayla disappearing form. “Though the Sense had a touch of human emotion attached to it. Pure hate,” she added.
Maggie was also watching Zayla. “I felt it,” she said, firmly, then started to follow her mother. “I felt something like it before…” Yumi stopped Maggie by grabbing her arm.
“Hold on, stepsister,” Yumi whispered and glanced at her mother. When she was out of view, she looked at Maggie and let go of her arm. Maggie stared at Yumi defiantly, then glanced towards the massacre, then back down at the ground.
“Zayla knows something and is not telling us. Or you are not telling us,” Yumi whispered. Maggie looked up at her.
“What?” A fierce look replaced Maggie’s saddened eyes.
“I felt it for sure. Perhaps it was not a group of Shepherd, the signature of the Sense was too precise. In that, my mother is correct.” Yumi pointed. “What lay behind us here was caused by an individual.”
“I think it was Inklebrawt,” Maggie confessed, her fierce look crumpling into sadness.
“Hey, uh, where is Zayla off to?” Nicola asked, still holding his stomach. They both looked at Nicola but did not answer him. Maggie just shrugged. Yumi turned to Maggie. “Inklebrawt, you say?”
“Um...” Nicola tried to break into the conversation again.
“I don’t know where Zayla is going, Nicola, but you listen as well. You both listen to me very carefully.” Yumi glanced again towards where Zayla had disappeared, trying to hide her distress. “If Inklebrawt did this, then he is deadly and has lost control of whatever Plythi’i Sense he contains. A Plythi’i would not perform such action, cannot perform such action! Only one with human blood could,” Yumi whispered harshly.
Maggie shook her head. “He, he would never do this.” She motioned to the field, trying to convince herself she was wrong.
“Are you sure? Have you seen his capabilities? I have since he was a babe from the time I knew him on Ply’. He has great strength of Sense, more so than his father and even more than a Plythi’i, and that is why Zayla and Utyi chose him and not you or your other siblings to live on Ply’.”
Maggie shook her head, still not believing Inklebrawt could do this.
Yumi continued, tone turning mocking, as if chiding two toddlers, “If not Inklebrawt, then who? David? Not possible, he could not even project, only receive like Nicola.”
“It wasn’t me.” Nicola raised his hands, shaking his head.
“I know it wasn’t you,” Yumi said emphatically.
“Well, I’m just saying.” Nicola turned away from both and stared into the forest.
Yumi continued her thought, “I know it wasn’t you, Maggie, you were right next to me in the T-11 room. Though I even doubt you have such control of the Sense within you.”
“You’re right. It was Inklebrawt.” Maggie nodded and put her hand over her mouth—she felt like she might spill her guts as well.
“I’d like to put an end to this whole cloak and dagger mysteriousness. I feel Zayla and Utyi are hiding something,” Yumi said.
The mention of cloak and dagger reminded Nicola of his favorite childhood movie from the 1980s. Did he have a pair of twelve-sided dice chasing him down like Jack Flack? Did they all? Perhaps this Inklebrawt was the dice thrower.
“But still, why would Inklebrawt do something like this?” Maggie asked through her shaking hand.
Yumi shook her head. “There is something we are not being told, something we are missing. Zayla or Utyi or both are up to something, and Inklebrawt is involved somehow.” Yumi leaned in closer to both of her siblings. “I have seen both my mother and Utyi behave like this millennium ago. Then it was Inklewhaat who they guarded piously, like Inklebrawt now.
She looked at Nicola and raised her hand, displaying the rings upon them, displaying the record of her loss. “Perhaps I add more? Maybe you, Nicola? Or maybe Inklebrawt.”
Maggie’s face turned bitter, and Nicola shrugged indifference. Yumi paused for a second, then added, “In the last war, Zayla’s and Utyi’s plan for Inklewhaat turned out poorly for the Plythi’i and nearly all of humanity. Especially when they relied so heavily on the Tsr’ Yyd, which they do now as well.”
All three looked at each other, each deriving their own conclusions, further damaging the imperfect balance amongst themselves. Trust between them hindered on an ethereal conclusion that may or not be true.
“Well, where is Inklebrawt?” Nicola asked.
“ZantUm Inc. would be my guess. Let us go see our mother. Remember what we discussed. Do not trust any of them. We will have to see how this plays out, and you two need to stick together like brother and sister. Inklebrawt could be extremely dangerous at the moment.”
They both nodded, though Maggie felt sure that if Inklebrawt had done this, he had not done it intentionally.
She noted to herself that she had not been able to Sense Utyi lately, and it bothered her deeply.
“It’s all in your mind,” Maggie blurted one last, defiant effort.
Yumi swiveled to Maggie, eyes narrowed. “Yes, it is in all of our minds!” Then she turned from both and followed Zayla’s path along the tree-line.
Maggie looked at Nicola, who shrugged and followed. Maggie stood for a moment, then forced herself to finally soak in the field of death.
A drone of faint buzzing twisted in her ears. The flies were already gathering for their harvest.
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Going down on one knee, Zayla placed her hand on the ground near a tree on the edge of the field. The dirt appeared disrupted, as if something had pushed down the blades of grass and snapped a few twigs. Whatever had caused the tracks had left only moments earlier. Not far from the tree stood the three would-be pompom girls—stilled by the power of the Tsr’ Yyd.
Inklebrawt had been here. She felt the residue of his Sense. Looking at the devastation in the field, she cringed the only way her programming would allow and turned her gaze away from the death. The raw Sense that he had released was unrivaled to anything she had prepared for within her program. She could not trace any functional reasoning behind Inklebrawt’s actions.
Hearing the approach of her children behind her, she gathered herself.
“Mother?” Yumi opened.
Zayla looked at Yumi and the two others. She frowned. “It seems Inklebrawt was here, but only briefly.”
“I knew it,” Yumi said with an affirming nod, glancing at Maggie. Maggie looked defeated and horrified all at once. Nicola surprisingly reached over and put his hand on her shoulder. She let him keep it there.
“Maybe he is still here,” Yumi said, looking around.
“No. He left for ZantUm Inc.,” Zayla concluded. “He was diverted here for some reason.”
Zayla thought for a moment, deciding what course of action to take. Inklebrawt had done this. Why would he commit such savagery? To what end? She could not compile any logical reason as to why Inklebrawt would execute this destruction of humanity, even if most, if not all, had been Shepherd.
Maggie was staring at the tree beside Zayla, lost in thought. It was the same tree she had leaned against, reading her botany book days ago when she had first met Inklebrawt. Inklebrawt had been so dorky and shy flying his kite. But later, her perception of him had changed after the encounter with Tim and his brother. Before that she had been certain she was the only Huply, certain she was alone.
Her thoughts turned to Utyi. He had shadowed and mentored her throughout her life, and she still felt the sharp betrayal of his years of lies about her brothers and stepsister. And mother.
It had hurt her deeply that, though she had reached out to him many times for the truth, he had continued to lie. Zayla had said it was necessary, but Maggie knew she could have been better prepared if she had known about Inklebrawt and her siblings. And if she had known of the Tsr’ Yyd. Why hadn’t Utyi provided that information? What had been the point of keeping her ignorant?
And even now, he had been even more distant and unreliable. Granted, he was likely preoccupied with matters concerning the war, but still.
“I wish I had my pistol,” Nicola said and, against his wisdom, strode into the field.
“Nicola?” Maggie asked, and tried to grab at his arm but missed as he walked past her. Nicola continued to walk onto the field of death. Maggie looked away, though Yumi watched closely.
Nicola stopped next to a dead man and picked up a pistol. He confirmed it loaded and stuffed it in the back of his pants. He stood amid the dead as if he just realized where he was. His gaze fixed on the stilled pompom girls for a moment, then he walked back with his head down, eyes almost shut, weaving around the fallen bodies until he reached the trees.
“…I’m not sure where Utyi is. He will not answer me. I hope nothing happened to him on Ply’.” Zayla was saying to Maggie as Nicola rejoined them.
“Well, if this Inklebrawt is dangerous, I feel better prepared. I’m not letting my head get all blown up,” Nicola said to the women. Yumi rolled her eyes.
“So, are we going to leave this place,” he asked hopefully.
“Yes,” Zayla answered and led the way to the Tekydi.
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David gasped and nearly fell forward, teetering on top of one of the many black towers of hardware in room I3311. He shook his head, struggling to shake off the effects of traveling through the Tekydi.
Just like his trip to Angelica’s bookstore, he had pictured an empty space to land, as Zayla had shown him. The image Zayla had provided had been enough to direct him to this room, but apparently, he had focused too hard on the towers and now had found himself balancing on the edge of one.
“Shit!” he whispered. He could see Utyi sitting in front of a computer in the center of the room; it seemed that he had not noticed David’s arrival. His boot wobbled on edge.
I thought his directive was to gather forces on some planet. What’s he doing here? he huffed silently through his nose and shook his head. The fact that I just thought that is messed up. I can’t believe this is real. If it weren’t for people breaking into my house and seeing Amber and Helen frozen, I would have laughed all this off as a bad dream. But now, well, it’s real. Damn. Focus. I killed two men, unsure if it was justified. Where is Inklebrawt? Focus Davey. His face turned dark and serious again.
Thinking better than to approach Utyi directly, he climbed down and crept to the next dark tower. His instinct told him something was not right. He peeked around the humming hardware just as someone else entered the room, approaching Utyi from behind.
Inklebrawt’s journal titled MDNI lay open to a page marked Key: Stopper for program 33-11. The line of code below proved to be completely indecipherable. Utyi flipped through pages, struggling to figure out what any of it meant. It seemed that the code did not run linearly. He had been able to piece together parts of it, albeit blindly without an understanding of the operation, however, he could grasp the mathematical connotation since it was written in ShortCode. Flipping back to the beginning, Utyi focused on a line of code that—he surmised—would end the program, if not send the program into a feedback loop permanently.
Utyi typed in a general script command and stared at the computer console. Parts of the code had been written in the original high-level languages of Plankalküi and Fortran. Basic and lengthy, they were efficient in communicating with numerous operating systems all at once.
The coding was perfect for the 5ESS-R/E switch that utilized a time-space-time topology. The hardware switch was designed as time-slot interchangers in the modules that assigned each phone call to a time slot when routing through a communication module. It appeared Inklebrawt had adjusted and fined-tuned the switch to solely communicate with the satellites above and no others. Inklebrawt’s alterations alone proved to be a formidable barrier since the development of the 5ESS-R/E switch had been abandoned during the late ’90s, and few knew of its existence.
The hardware hummed steadily as background noise.
Entwined within this language, yet another language Utyi had never seen before guided the program. Novel in its design and elegant in its processing power, it was comprised of code that mirrored programming in C. This would be Inklebrawt’s language—of which only he knew in its entirety. Utyi contemplated for a moment; Cinco had found a code in the notebooks that he thought would stop the program. Utyi hoped this command would release the stilled human females from their current state. The Shepherd attack force was to arrive soon.
The computer screen displayed:
ZANTUM-ZU-SELF_GTA_33-11.PRG
END COMMAND:
Utyi typed what Cinco had relayed to him.
MDNI
He struck the enter key.
END COMMAND: ERROR
He leaned back in the chair.
The Plythi’i were programmed weak, with a stop switch to shut down any violent action or thought. The Huply and Shepherd, though part Plythi’i, still retained the antigen for human violence that could not be quenched by the antibody of peace installed within the Plythi’i. The humans had experimented by meshing complicated machinery with biomass and had proved successful in developing an immortal species; the Plythi’i had immense power, and contained a Sense mistakenly discovered through technology. That was the space-age lost to history through war and natural disaster. The Sense had become myth, forgotten on Earth, though its knowledge lay hidden throughout the many parables and incantations of numerous religions still practiced across cultures. Mixing myth with truth.
Inklebrawt had cleverly used the ploy of altering the program for self-assembling nanomachines in space and had made it appear as if the Tsr’ Yyd had arrived.
Or had he?
Utyi himself had experienced a remote contact with the Tsr’ Yyd during his communication within the Plythi’i Convictions. Though he could not comprehend their inflections, they had been very real and terrifying. His last visit with the Plythi’i Convictions had been with Inklebrawt when the boy had been a toddler. The Tsr’ Yyd had announced their presence, but had not given away much, not then, and not when he had pressed them a thousand years ago for the first time before the first war with the Shepherd.
Utyi knew that Inklebrawt had gone to the Plythi’i Convictions just prior to emigrating to Earth, but try as he may, he had never been able to get Inklebrawt to reveal what he learned—if he had learned anything at all. Inklebrawt had kept his revelations of the Tsr’ Yyd and Plythi’i Conviction to himself.
Utyi copied one last part of Inklebrawt’s code; the string of numbers blinked a soft white on the black screen. Satisfied this line would work, he moved his finger over the enter button.
“Before you press that button, Father, I would think about it a bit more.”
Utyi froze. Silently, Inklebrawt moved beside him and gently placed his hand on top of Utyi’s and slowly guided it away from the keyboard. Utyi did not look directly at him, watching him out of the corner of his eye.
“You forgot something, Father. Something I dearly love,” Inklebrawt said.
Utyi did not move. He knew his time with Inklebrawt was now severed. His light touch on his hand signified whatever love they had for each other was now gone forever.
“May I?” Inklebrawt said coldly. Inklebrawt leaned in and deleted a few lines of code then added more code to MDNI ending with the script BLUE DOGGIE.
“You didn’t think I would write everything down, did you?” Inklebrawt asked.
“No,” Utyi whispered.
“You decide, Father. Press enter if you wish.”
Utyi stared at the screen, the cursor blinking steadily, each repetition standing for a pulsing of heartache intermingled with deadly human virtues.
“What will it perform?”
“What you desire.”
“And my desire?” Utyi asked.
“To ensure the Shepherd can harvest the human females. End artificial speciation or forced evolution. The code will release chemical factors from the nanomachines, unseen but in place, inhibiting their ability for pheromone detection and reverse the stillness in all of them.” Inklebrawt’s voice was calm.
Utyi responded by slowly nodding his head.
Inklebrawt shifted uncomfortably and continued, “The Tsr’ Yyd confounded that plan; you can reverse it with a press of that button. But changing the program will have consequences.”
“How did you figure out the coding, and how to reverse the process?”
“My last visit to the Plythi’i Convictions. The Tsr’ Yyd reveal much, if you listen and if it is their desire. I designed the code with that knowledge, Father.”
Utyi continued to slowly nod. “Consequences?”
“Yes,” Inklebrawt said. “You know as well as I that we have Plythi’i Sense in us and that the Plythi’i are nothing more than a mere image of humanity bound to light and circuitry. I am bound to the code. And so are you.”
“We are part of the program, a life spirit connection?”
“Yes.”
“The females are unharmed?” Utyi asked, disheartened.
“Yes. If we execute this stop code, then the program will release the Tsr’ Yyd’s binding of humanity, but at a cost to myself and you.”
Utyi closed his eyes and frowned. “I wish you had not done this.”
“Your choice, Father. Cause war and allow for Shepherd sanctity from their dying home and breed the Plythi’i blood away forever. Or, do nothing and let things be as they began so long ago.” 
Utyi opened his eyes and moved his hand over the enter button, poised to strike.
“We are blood, Father. Remember that you had a Plythi’i mother so long ago.”
“My mother was scrapped. Thrown out!” Utyi hissed. “My life does not matter, only the Shepherd way! What of your siblings? How would they fair from this?”
“They will be fine. I made it so.”
“And Zayla?”
“Just you, Father, and myself. Zayla and the Plythi’i will be unharmed,” Inklebrawt said.
“What about me?” Zayla asked, bursting through the open door, and striding with purpose towards the computer station, weaving quickly between the towers.
Yumi, Nicola, and Maggie followed behind her. Utyi and Inklebrawt glanced at them. Neither spoke.
“What about me?” Zayla asked again, standing near them both. She immediately took note of Inklebrawt’s journal, and the code prompting on the screen.
Maggie recognized the code from Inklebrawt’s letter, but noticed the order was different.
“What are you doing?” Zayla asked.
“My dear, I am sorry. This must be executed,” Utyi began softly, regaining control of his temper. “We cannot let the Tsr’ Yyd protect the humans. Let the Shepherd have their harvest and be off to our home-world. Let them be.”
“Our home-world? Their home-world is exile and always will be. We infused that knowledge within your mind millennium ago because of your brother’s actions,” Zayla said.
“What is going on?” Maggie interrupted.
Utyi smiled at Maggie and Nicola. “It seems Inklebrawt and Zayla caused all this confusion with the Tsr’ Yyd and Shepherd.”
“Incorrect,” Zayla stated sharply.
Inklebrawt snapped. “It is better this way. The Tsr’ Yyd know enough that the Plythi’i provide balance for humanity. That is why humans created them. To prevent war, sickness, and promote wisdom enough to curtail technological disasters. The Plythi’i are created protectors and the Tsr’ Yyd the glue between humanity and machine.”
“And you have chosen the Plythi’i way,” Utyi concluded.
“No. I have chosen the Huply way. The way at the time of the creation of the Plythi’i. When there was peace and progress of human evolution.”
Utyi gave a mocking smile. “That was messing with nature. The Shepherd and Huply are freaks because of the human technology, the Plythi’i creation. We are freaks of nature, and so are the Plythi’i. As we have seen, that was not the path of morality.”
“What is going on? What are they talking about?” Nicola whispered to Yumi; Maggie listened silently.
“Your cycled fate,” Yumi responded stoically.
“My cycled fate? What does that mean?” Nicola asked, irritated.
“It seems Inklebrawt and Zayla are the cause of all this and are deciding our fate.” Yumi grabbed his arm. “Now, shush.”
“Bullshit. I decide my own fate,” Nicola mumbled to himself, and wrestled away from Yumi’s grip. He reached carefully for his pistol, hand gripping tightly around the stock. He did not trust Inklebrawt in the least. Nor Zayla, nor Utyi. Nor anybody for that matter.
“Father. I’m confused,” Maggie said finally. “Ink?” she moved towards Inklebrawt, but Inklebrawt only regarded her with a blank expression.
“Inklebrawt is trying to save the world, it seems. But in the incorrect way.” Utyi looked at Zayla. “It seems he has designated himself the Savior and has decided the fate of humanity.”
“Savior? No one controls my fate. Fuck that!” Nicola blurted aloud and pulled out his pistol, pointing it at Inklebrawt.
“Nicola! You fool!” Yumi admonished.
“Nicola, wait!” Maggie reached for him, looking to Zayla, eyes pleading and disbelieving and needing answers.
“To help guide and protect these Huply and chaperone their knowledge is the essential viability of the Plythi’i and human commune,” Zayla spoke as if she had accessed a programmed definition that would provide reason to anyone willing to listen.
Nicola looked wild-eyed and crazy. “That’s all fine, Mother, but I’ll not let this man blow up my head!” He still pointed his pistol at Inklebrawt.
“Nicola, stop!” Maggie yelled.
“Seems Nicola is the Savior then?” Utyi mocked, finger still poised over the enter button.
“Wait. What?” Nicola said and swallowed hard. “What is all this? None of its right.” Nicola’s hand started to shake, and he bent his elbow a bit, relaxing his grip, his face etched with confusion.
“Nicola, put your weapon away,” Zayla said calmly.
“Nicola. Please listen to Zayla,” Maggie pleaded and slowly started to reach for him just as Yumi began to back away from the group. “Nicola, she is our mother,” Maggie tried to say.
Nicola looked at Zayla then at Maggie. “Get back! I’ll have none of this…this killer!” He raised the pistol to Inklebrawt’s face.
“Didn’t you hear what our father said?” Maggie asked.
Nicola scowl was full of confusion and hysteria. His thoughts roiled. It doesn’t matter, he told himself, this is just...
“Inklebrawt is our brother. Please,” Maggie pleaded and gently reached for Nicola.
“Please, Nicola. Cal—”
BANG!
“God!” Maggie screamed, and the others flinched at the noise.
Nicola crumpled to the ground, brains blistering from the side of his head, some splattering on Inklebrawt and Maggie, trailing a reddening mist.
“Stand down, all of you!” David yelled, storming towards them with pistol drawn, pointing specifically at Utyi.
No one moved.
“Ah, it appears David is the Savior,” Utyi said, trying to appear steady despite his nerves; he could not hide the shock from his face.
“Shut up!” David hissed. “Inklebrawt, are you okay?”
“Yes.” Inklebrawt nodded and then blinked his eyes free of Nicola’s blood.
“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God...” Maggie began in a whispered panic, closing her eyes and beginning to shake.
“David, put your pistol down,” Zayla said.
David looked at Nicola lying on the ground, then shifted his pistol away from Utyi and towards Zayla.
“David, stand down. There is more to this than what you think, brother,” Inklebrawt echoed his mother.
Utyi nodded. “Yes, there is. Listen to him, Savior.”
“Stow it. I’m not this Savior,” David said, pointing his pistol at Utyi again.
Maggie opened her eyes; they glowed a fierce blue. A dull, grumbling sound rumbled beneath the hum of the towers in the room.
Maggie began to whisper in an archaic growl, “xEnO∞chiral.”
“Maggie?” Inklebrawt asked.
“A love for the parity of time,” Utyi said softly, squinting at Inklebrawt, his face lit by the resonating brightness of Maggie’s eyes.
“Goodbye, son,” Utyi struck the enter key with his pointer finger.
“Utyi! No!” Zayla screamed.
Inklebrawt’s eyes rolled, and he fell to his knees, crumpling onto his side on the floor. Utyi gasped, eyes wide in startled fear. The hardware towers gave a shattered hum and went black, turning the room to darkness, leaving Maggie’s eyes to glow like miniature stars within the room.
Maggie gave a horrid scream, roaring with raw, unadulterated Sense, and a wave of blinding blue light filled the room then pulsed with a thunderous shock.
Bodies and computer hardware compressed, then blasted away in all directions.
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Maggie stood in darkness.
She heard groaning on the floor near her from somewhere among the toppled computer equipment. Soft clicking noises penetrated, and slowly the greenish-blue emergency lights flickered on. Maggie’s eyes dimmed to a soft blue then faded, leaving her eyes green hazel. She stumbled a bit then stepped forward towards Inklebrawt, who lay unmoving on the floor beside the computer console. The chair Utyi had sat in only a moment ago spun slowly, empty. His body lay crumpled to the floor in the fetal position. Beside Inklebrawt, Nicola lay on the ground. Dead. His head partially blown off from David’s pistol shot.
“No!” Maggie yelled, mind catching up to what she was seeing, lurching over to Inklebrawt, and going down to her knees beside him. She lifted his head and placed it upon her lap.
“Ink!” she cried, shaking him. Inklebrawt did not respond.
“Inklebrawt! I’m sorry,” she whimpered, holding his head close to hers, hair falling over his face.
“Ink!” Maggie yelled again through her tears and shook him again.
“Ugh, ah,” David moaned, sitting up from the floor in a tangle of paperwork and computer parts, holding his head. His movements startled Maggie, and she looked around for the others. Besides David, and Nicola’s dead body, Inklebrawt and Utyi were the only ones here. Zayla and Yumi were gone.
David lifted himself up, grunting, and walked over to Maggie and Inklebrawt. He held his arm awkwardly—something seemed wrong with his shoulder.
“David?” Maggie questioned, still holding Inklebrawt.
“What happened?” David whispered.
“I—I...” Maggie started to cry, shoulders shaking.
“Where is everyone else?” he asked, looking around for the Plythi’i.
“I—I don’t know,” Maggie whimpered, terrified.
“Inklebrawt?” David asked and stepped closer, cringing as he supported his lame arm with his hand. Maggie shook her head. David simply stood, still staring at Inklebrawt. His brother.
David finally strode to Utyi and turned him over. He lowered his head. He turned to Maggie and Maggie knew that Utyi was dead.
A faint cough and the flickering of Inklebrawt’s eyes caught their attention.
“Inklebrawt! Inklebrawt!” Maggie gasped, brushing his hair across his forehead and shifting, holding him tighter.
“Ink? You’re okay…you’re okay…okay,” she whispered and kissed his forehead. “Thank God.”
Inklebrawt managed a half-smile, looking into Maggie’s eyes as she pulled away.
“Ink?” Maggie whispered.
“Maggie.” He got her name correct and smiled. “I—I just want to mind a complaint about an incorrect coffee order,” Inklebrawt mumbled.
“What?” Maggie sniffled, not understanding.
Inklebrawt swallowed hard. “I just want to file a minor human complaint is all.” He let out a shallow gasp, and his pupils dilated, gazing lifelessly into Maggie’s.
“Ink! No! Wake up!” Maggie shouted and shook him. Finally, she simply cradled her brother tightly in her arms.
Yumi watched, standing behind one of the dismantled computer hardware towers not far away. She whispered to herself, “Like I said, it all cycles with heartbreak and destruction.” She looked at her fingers and realized that two more would need to be crafted.
How many I wonder, next time? I only have two more fingers left, she thought. She watched for a few moments longer, then disappeared into the shadows, carrying Inklebrawt’s notebooks.
Maggie held Inklebrawt in her arms until the computer beeped and hummed beside her. She looked up at the console. It was blipping a script of code repeatedly. She stood and walked to the screen covered by a piece of paper; she removed it. David moved up beside her. The words on the screen prompted a final waiting command.
OUTPUT:
ZANTUM-ZU-SELF_GTA_33-11.PRG
END COMMAND:
Maggie removed Inklebrawt’s note from her pocket and placed it near the keypad.
“It’s all in our mind,” Maggie whispered. She typed in the code sequence he had provided, rearranging the order, and altering MDNI.
BLUE DOGGIE MIND
She pressed the enter key.
“Maggie?” David asked.
The computer beeped.
OUTPUT:
ZANTUM-ZU-SELF_GTA_33-11 MDNI.PRG
STOP CODE EXECUTED.
UAG’TI ORDER:
DO NOT ATTACK. DISPERSE TO EXYLI’ FIN. DO NOT ATTACK. DISPERSE TO EXYLI’ FIN.

END
ZU-ANALYSIS_OSCILL_33-11PRG.EXE
ZU-SELF_BLU_33-11.PRG 
COMPLETE
TSR’ YYD ORDER 2:
AWAKEN
The lines repeated in sequence, then altered to a repeating code that was indecipherable before finally ending.
PROGRAM MDNI COMPLETE
END_
|
The last line pulsed, cursor blinking.
“David?” Maggie asked, still looking at the screen. David looked between the screen and Maggie, confused.
“What does that mean?” David asked.
“I’m not sure, but maybe...” she trailed off in thought.
Maggie suddenly hugged David tightly. Surprised, David hugged her back with his one good arm.
“David, it’s over, I think,” Maggie said softly into his shoulder.
They both turned to look at Inklebrawt.
“What now?” he asked Maggie, after they’d both pulled away from their first hug as brother and sister.
Maggie looked at the computer screen, then down at Inklebrawt.
Inklebrawt’s brow seemed furrowed, looking lost in thought, even in death.
“The Shepherds, then?” David asked.
“No. They will not return.” She motioned towards the computer code.
David nodded. “So, they are gone, you think?”
Maggie nodded.
“The stilled females? Amber…”
Maggie shook her head and shrugged.
“Zayla. We need to ask her. Where is she, by the way? Yumi too?” David frowned and looked around the room, finding only inoperable equipment and two dead brothers and one dead father.
“No,” Maggie spoke softly.
Maggie turned to David, her face pale.
“Then what?” David asked.
“The Tsr’ Yyd,” Maggie whispered.
“What about them?”
“The Tsr’ Yyd. They never existed. Inklebrawt knew all along.”
Maggie smiled wide through tears then turned to Inklebrawt.
“He is Tsr’ Yyd.”
“Savior,” David breathed, voice strained with wonderment.
Taking one last look at Inklebrawt, then at Maggie, he gently pulled away from her and started to walk away.
Maggie watched him go and said aloud, “It’s true.” She was sure of her realization.
David paused without turning around, standing still for a long moment. “Incredible. All of it,” he said finally.
He hoped it was true.
His legs took over, and he continued with the full weight of the knowledge that the Tsr’ Yyd had been nothing more than an ideology of a synthetic bond between the Plythi’i and human that only a Huply could endure. Only Inklebrawt could endure.
Inklebrawt had taken it upon himself to become the Tsr’ Yyd, the Savior.
David had to return to Amber and Helen.
Maggie knelt next to Inklebrawt once more.
“I love you, my sweet, brave Inklebrawt,” Maggie whispered, gently touching his face, her fingers tracing the contour and outline of her brother’s jaw, chin, eyes.
He appeared beautiful, pure.
Maggie.
David.
Nicola.
Inklebrawt.
M D N I was broken but, in this time, the Tsr’ Yyd had finally arrived.
MIND.




Silent battle





STILLNESS DAY, BETWEEN EARTH AND THE MOON

 
“Tom?” Lance Corporal Peter Hock asked the officer on deck.
“What?” Flight Skipper Thomas Hock frowned at the interruption, eyes focused on the coordinates mapping their location and the entire flotilla of ships. There were hundreds of thousands.
Holographic data plotting the positions of the craft projected onto his eyewear—like glasses, though they were not physically there. The source of the hologram in front of his eyes radiated from deep within the brain’s cortex. This was a necessary Plythi’i substance still merged within his human anatomy and physiology. This, he would have to accept for now as it was a necessity to achieve their goal.
“And stop calling me Tom, we are at quarters,” he said.
“Sorry, Captain,” Peter apologized to his older brother.
They stood within the control deck on the battleship One-A. Positioned at the front of the other Shepherd Splice Attack Battleships, they would serve as the lead ship when they attacked Earth. Their first attack was to hit all major capitals around the planet simultaneously after the initial electromagnetic pulse attack from space, destroying all electrical activity on the planet. Communication, power, sanitation—gone. Food availability—hard to come by for most, except for the indigenous people free of modern technology in remote locations across the planet. They could even escape the final attack.
Then the Shepherd would set up prefabricated military housing and collection points in the distant deserts and sprawling prairie grasslands in the country known as Russia. They would accomplish this within a few minutes. Earth’s inhabitants would not even know what hit them.
Once they had gathered the suggested number of human females sufficient for breeding from all races, the Shepherd would depart and orbit Earth for a few days. The release of the near-invisible Xanhulari atmospheric capsules would signify the final attack and unceremoniously kill all humans left behind. In minutes, the integrative human-targeting system already in place would decimate the remaining population. In weeks, Earth would be cleansed of the remnants and terraformed for the Shepherd to start anew.
Earth would be free of Plythi’i interference and breed only pure humans for all future generations.
So many to kill, but it was the only way. So, the Uag’ ti had said.
The Uag’ ti.
The first half-breed of Plythi’i and human. He was thousands of years old if he was still, in fact, alive. Uag’ ti. Some said it was a name derived from a three-letter sequence of ribonucleic acid that codes for the stop codon of protein synthesis within a cell. Tom did not know if this was true, having no formal education in molecular biology; he had never bothered to look it up.
Neither Tom nor his brother had ever seen the Uag’ ti. They had only heard him speak a few times, but that could have been anybody. Perhaps one of the many leaders of the Shepherd organization, which was too complicated to even try to fathom. So, rather than question, they simply followed the Shepherd way and, as military men, followed orders. Tom did not care about the Plythi’i or the history of their creation. He, like most others on their home plant of Exyli’ Fin, saw Earth as a safe, habitable planet very different from their own, which was steadily losing its atmosphere and would eventually be destroyed from the relatively cosmically nearby star predicted to go supernova soon.
Exyli’ Fin.
That is what the Plythi’i had called their planet. For Tom, and many of its inhabitants, the true name of the planet was Trearth Nu. A word that most agreed had originally meant, True Earth, or Earth Two. Most who resided on Trearth Nu believed the planet to, in fact, be the original Earth and that Earth itself was not where their forebearers had originally evolved. Entire religions and beliefs had been created and dissolved over the last thousands of years on Trearth Nu, yet the Shepherd way, though not necessarily a religion, was the most dominant form of ideology or belief on the planet.
A coordinate confirmation flashed in his eye wear. Then he remembered his brother waiting nearby.
“What is it, Corporal?” Tom asked.
“I just wanted to say good luck is all. You know, before we attack,” Peter said.
Tom turned off the coordinate map in his eyewear and looked at his brother. “Yes. Good luck.” He paused. “You know, you should be at your station, you shouldn’t be here.”
Peter nodded. “Yeah, I know. Just wanted to say that, is all.”
Tom smiled. “You’ll do fine. You are ready.”
Peter nodded and started to walk away.
“Peter.”
Peter stopped and turned.
“I love you, little brother. Stay safe,” Tom said.
Peter nodded. “You too.” He turned and left the control deck.
Tom was more than a bit frightened for his brother. Outwardly he did not show it, could not show it. Peter would be in one of the first landings on the planet’s surface; anything could happen.
This was going to happen. After all these years and months of training and preparation.
He could see Earth now. He had seen it for the first time about an hour ago. It looked much like Trearth Nu, though the fauna and plant life were different, despite the similar biology. He had viewed images and videos of Earth over the years and knew more about the planet than the average human on Earth did.
Now, it was going to be their new home. The fleet was in position and everything they had worked for was about to be worth it.
“Captain?” Tom’s earpiece chimed. He recognized the voice as his senior commander.
“Yes, sir,” Tom replied.
“Hold on attack time until further notice,” his commander ordered.
“Sir?” Tom asked.
“Hold in place. We received—”
There was a brief snippet of static, then silence.
“Sir?” Tom asked and poked his earpiece.
Silence.
“Holy fuck!” one of his officers on deck yelled. “We are being attacked!”
The sudden frantic shouts of confusion and surprise filled the control deck. Tom saw one of the nearby Splice Attack Ships explode and disintegrate silently in a brilliant light through the bay window. A Plythi’i-Huply warcraft zipped through the exploding light like a phoenix of its own design and his own ship shook with a tremendous bang.
“Evasive action! Stations!” Tom ordered.
“Stations!” he heard the order repeated.
His eye wear flashed a warning for an incoming message, accompanied by another brilliant flash outside the deck window. He had never seen one of these messages before, had only heard of it in training.
The message was simple:
UAG’TI ORDER:
DO NOT ATTACK. DISPERSE TO EXYLI’ FIN. DO NOT ATTACK. DISPERSE TO EXYLI’ FIN.
Retreat? What is this? Tom thought, frantic. The ship jostled hard again and the computers within winked and wobbled their visual graphics. His ship, though battle ready, would not survive a direct hit from whatever the Plythi’i-Huply ships were targeting them with.
“Control Officer! Set to last jump coordinates! Set order, go!”
“Yes sir!” the Control Officer answered and tapped a few holograms in the air in front of him.
Outside, the Earth disappeared in an elongating flash as the bay window turned violet blue, then black as the darkest black. They were warping.
Shouts and confusion resounded within the control deck from the abrupt jump. Another message pinged in Tom’s eye:
COMPLIMENTS OF THE TSR’ YYD. IF YOU CAN READ THIS, FORTUNATE FOR YOU. YOUR UAG’TI IS NO MORE. TOO BAD, YOU WOULD HAVE LIKED THE DRINK NAMED COFFEE.

Tom nearly crumbled. The Tsr’ Yyd! My God! The Tsr’ Yyd were real and The Uag’ ti had saved them from their wrath! The glorious Uag’ ti, in his last moments, had saved them all!
Tom could not restrain his mixed emotions of defeat, sadness, fear, and with great euphoria shouted, “Long live the Uag’ ti! Long live the Savior of Shepherds and Exyli’ Fin!”




The Awakening





AWAKENING DAY, OAKBROOK, IL

 
Amber and Helen hovered in rigid stillness.
The silence of the townhouse clicked with a static crackle; pointed toes fell eleven millimeters to the floor, feet touched, and knees buckled, and both fell in a weakened heap. Their lower jaws and jointed limbs snapped back into place with a painful pop and a sharp twist of the neck. Air-dried eyes closed, feeling like sharpened cotton balls until the warm wash of tears soothed the ache.
Amber let out a hoarse, dry scream that echoed in the bathroom as she grabbed at her face. A higher pitched scream from the family room joined her.
Tears held back for so long, Helen cried on her knees. Shaky and weak, she reached over and picked up her Pink Bunny and began rubbing its silk bow with stiffened fingers. The bell stuffed in its tummy jiggled with artificial life, announcing Helen’s animated movements.
“Daddy?” Amber heard Helen call for David.
Amber pushed herself up from the bathroom floor, shocked and confused as she propped herself up on the vanity with weak arms. She looked at her reflection in the mirror. She was naked from the waist up—she had just taken a shower, she remembered—though her hair and her body was still wet. Her bowels ached and spasmed and she spun to the toilet and emptied.
Then she saw the dark holes marking the bathroom white walls and cabinets like a spotted Dalmatian. Bullet holes.
The familiar bell announced Helen’s approach, and she came stumbling into the bathroom and emptied her bowels just as Amber was cleaning herself up.
“I need to pee-pee real bad,” Helen said simply.
“Mommy?” Helen said to her mother, finished with the toilet.
Fuzzy-minded, head aching, Amber managed a weak, “Yes?” while putting on a hole-filled bathrobe.
“Where is Daddy?”
“He is in bed. I think…” she trailed off, confused.
“Mommy, nothing is working, the TV is off, and the windows broke. The couch looks eaten. There are brown and red marks all over.” She rubbed her bunny’s bow sharply. “I didn’t do it.”
Amber glanced around, confirming Helen’s observations. Dried pools of brown blood stained the floor, with dried splatters on the doors and walls of her bedroom and leading out to the hallway. Elmo did not laugh on TV, and Dorothy was clueless as to what had happened, still secluded in her tiny fishbowl, both cut off from the world. The sun beamed through the bedroom blinds, adding to the eerie, stagnant air of the townhouse.
“My breakfast is still there, but it smells stinky and looks gross,” Helen added.
“Wait. What?” Amber began to work her muscles, touching her face in the mirror; a tired, worn-down woman stared back at her.
“Daddy is not here,” Helen said again.
“David?” Amber called.
As Amber left the bathroom, with Helen trailing behind her, she briefly looked out the one intact window—the others were open and shattered, blowing cool air into the family room. Outside, a woman stumbled then stopped, gathering herself before she continued walking down the middle of the street. The woman gazed around the neighborhood as a stranger would have, not knowing which direction to go.
That is Claudia, I think. Though she looks different for some reason.
Amber knew she looked different herself as well, recalling how a stranger stared back at her in the bathroom mirror. Helen stood beside her and grabbed her hand, squeezing as hard as she could manage, not wanting to let go.
“Mommy?”
Amber looked down at Helen, forcing a worried smile and squeezed her hand back weakly.
“What, Daddy fix things?” Helen asked. She pointed at the shattered windows, Pink Bunny dangling from her hand, jingling.
“I’m not sure.”
“Yep, Daddy break, then fix.” Helen answered her own question.
Around the world, the bio-nanomachines became inanimate, and the atmospheric winds swirled their inoperable forms until they fell to the Earth’s crust. Their connection to the Tsr’ Yyd had been severed, ending their finite existence.
Across the world, most woke with the pain of headaches, aching jaws, and stinging eyes. Every muscle seemed cramped, weak, and stiff. Their bodies came back to them, and their minds followed.
◆◆◆
 
In Naperville, IL, on his knees in the middle of the street, Jackson Benedict hugged his ten-year-old daughter around her waist as she collapsed into his arms. He cried. His daughter stood perplexed, looking around. Her first thoughts were of resuming the conversation with her dad about her new book; it lay on the street beside them.
Nearby, in front of Angelica’s bookstore, Mindy Holloway gasped for air and gurgled and, like all others stilled in Naperville, threw up rainwater that had pooled in her mouth. She stumbled, limbs cracking back into place and took a first awkward step, kicking her Anthropologie bag full of clothing as she stumbled to her car, continuing her journey to her friend Sarah’s house.
Confused and terrified, she shuffled passed two dead men in grey suits lying on the sidewalk next to two opened umbrellas.
Jasmine Oumarou cried in painful fear as her lungs filtered newfound air, and her eyes saw light for the first time. Shattering the stilled hindrance of limbs, the newborn Cameroonian girl calmed in the arms of her mother, both resting comfortably together.
Emanating from Earth, exultant cries of wonder or saddened wails of sorrow permeated throughout the cities, scattered towns, and rural farms, culminating in an inharmonious mixture of human emotion.




Inklebrawt’s Garden





AWAKENING DAY PLUS MONTHS AND YEARS, ATTLEBORO FALLS, MA

 
I will choose this spot at the base of the hill for the garden. I will not have to water it that often, Maggie thought, enjoying the warm weather of a new spring.
She grabbed the rototiller and started it up after pulling hard on the ripcord a few times. The machine started to bump and shimmy, digging up clumps of clotted grass, sculpting ungainly disarray of art on the lawn.
Something is wrong, she realized.
Checking the rototiller, she found that the blade had been installed backwards. She repositioned it and fired it up again, continuing to grind the lawn, churning the dirt at a steady pace alongside the new home she had purchased near Inklebrawt’s apartment and the park where they had first met.
After she finished churning the dirt, she paused to look at her property.
It was a large lawn covering two acres of the backyard as well the front and sides. Owning such a large home and piece of land was completely new to her as she had always lived in apartments her whole life, with exception of the dilapidated home she grew up in. She had no education in landscaping or gardening but had found that it came naturally to her.
Maggie had shaped the garden in a unique pattern, using a pole and kite string to design and measure it, marking the green lawn with orange spray paint outlines. It aligned perfectly north to south.
The young man she had hired to mow her lawn came to stand beside her on top of the hill next to the driveway. He was patiently waiting for her to fill in a check for payment.
“Are you building crop circles or something?” he joked.
“What?” Maggie said as she gave him the check for his services.
“In your yard, the shapes carved out in your lawn,” he said, pointing to the base of the hill.
“Hm, no, just creating a garden is all. Figured I’d make it unique.”
The boy nodded. “Cool shape. It looks like Atlantis or something.” He held up the check. “Well, thanks,” he said as he folded it, then finished latching the trailer with his equipment. “Next week, same time?” he asked, getting into his truck.
“Yes, thank you. I’ll add more to your pay because of the garden,” Maggie assured him.
“That’s okay. I’ll be interested in seeing it completed.” He waved and backed out of her driveway.
“Yes,” Maggie said softly.
After the boy left, she walked to the top of the hill and looked down at her newly created garden. The outer part consisted of two half-moons convexly facing each other at their outer apex. The inner part contained a similar design with a circular stone birdbath in the middle. At the north opening of the garden, she had placed a white metal bench in the shape of a butterfly facing the south opening. Planted flowers would grow in the interior, decorated with blue and white petunias and the vegetables around the exterior.
The garden itself was a self-sustaining ecosystem. Every living insect, animal, flower, and vegetable would be able to create their own symbiotic relationship, and the garden would supply sustenance and beauty for all. She had created her own world. In this world, there would be no room for deceit, only integrity, and unbridled nature.
The Tsr’ Yyd would be proud.
According to her calculations, the constellation Orion would be exactly in line with the garden, south to north, and would pass overhead in the night sky at this latitude during the spring solstice and again in the winter solstice every year, for another 2,104 years. Plenty of ‘time,’ she thought, touching her cheek, and tracing the freckles that formed the shape of the same constellation.
She looked towards the southwest horizon, thinking of those that lived near one of the stars within Orion—Betelgeuse, the largest star of the constellation, though not visible during the day at this latitude.
Seen from the earth as a large red dot, and often confused with Mars or Jupiter, it will burn out its fuel and explode a few years from now, but Maggie already knew it had begun the start of its grand finale.
You could have fit thousands of our ‘Suns’ within it. Scary. The size of it awed her.
That was why her brethren, the Shepherd, had
arrived twice to Earth. Not just to eradicate the Huply and Plythi’i, but also to escape the death of the nearby star. But now, they were long gone. Her heart touched sadness. She knew their actions did not contain malice, but a necessity for survival. It could have been her, David, Nicola, or Inklebrawt. Thank goodness for the Tsr’ Yyd to provide balance. She smiled at that thought.
Through the coming years, she worked her garden every spring and summer, admiring its seasonal beauty and proudly sharing the creation with her friends and neighbors as she continued to grow old, surpassing the lifetimes of those who had been born well after her.
She would use her Sense one time only as she aged. Against her will, she had Sensed Zayla and Yumi, but received no answer. She never saw them again.
Months after the incident at ZantUm Inc., Maggie was able to retrieve the program sequence of executable files that Inklebrawt had created. She studied them and the software code within; it proved to be indecipherable. She recognized most of the program names for what they were—atmospheric changes, Earth crust tectonics, light manipulation, and nanomolecular self-assembly—but what shocked her was the way Inklebrawt had sequenced the programs. She had jumped from her chair in her office when she had noticed it. Within the sequence of program names, reading top down, the first letter of each of the eleven programs spelled out INK IS TRS YYD.
Ink’s subtle way to cry out for help knowing he could not? She could have helped him in some way, would have helped him, if only she’d known.
Decades after ‘The Stillness Disease,’ as many on Earth spoke of it, she found a man of her age standing in the middle of her garden. He stood with squared shoulders, muscles still taught with vigor despite his age of a hundred and thirty-three years. The top of his head showed more scalp than the signature buzzed hair he had worn during his younger years.
Beside him stood an old, crippled woman with long white-blonde flowing hair tied in a single ponytail. Her features and mannerisms mirrored the man beside her. She gripped his arm with her hand, the other hand clutching a cane for support. Though old for her age of a hundred and three, her skin was that of a vibrant woman in her middle fifties; however, inwardly her bones and ligaments protested, and her age dictated her sore movements. Maggie knew she was to blame for her perfect skin, yet imperfect and failing internal tissue and organs.
Maggie owned ZantUm Inc., entrusted to her because of a piece of paper signed by Zayla. It was the only signature. Her father had not signed it those many years ago. Inklebrawt, David, Nicola, and Cinco should have also been stakeholders of ZantUm Inc., but they had disappeared or were killed during that great and terrible day.
The man bent over to touch the birdbath; he appeared to be praying. After a moment, he grabbed his aged daughter’s hand.
David. Will we be back? Maggie Sensed.
David stopped and slightly turned his head, shocked, but did not look up the small hill towards his sister. His daughter beside him halted and looked at him.
Who knows?... David projected in return.
Sean, maybe, Maggie Sensed.
We will never know. Goodbye Maggie.
David steadied Helen’s hand on his arm as they walked away through her backyard and into the surrounding forest.
That was the last, and only time she had seen her brother David since Inklebrawt’s death.
Hidden at the base of the granite birdbath, she had carved a word written in the Olmec script.
Ink
Thirty-three inches and three centimeters below the birdbath lay buried an eleven by eleven-inch lonsdaleite box.
Within it lay Blue Doggie.




So Be It



















































TIME, MEANINGLESS

 
Inklebrawt sat on a blue-green grassy hill, his arms folded over both his knees.
He felt a heightened awareness of every facet of known existence. His mind constantly touched an overwhelming feeling of love and contentment. He sat beside a lone tree towering over him, its golden leaves twinkling sparkles of silver, laced with unlimited potential power, and fluttering an aura of kinetic kindness. He felt a sudden urge to be near it, and so he set his will against the tree, touching the base of the trunk. The tree shuddered and morphed into a humanoid female being.
Inklebrawt and the being sat together looking over a valley decorated with flowers of all sorts—species of Earth, Ply’, and countless terraforms not known to them.
Countless LEGO designs spotted with intricate gardens patterned the valley below, spreading infinitely in all vectors. Crystal blue water gently flowed upward from the base of one garden and streamed in a circle towards a flowery plant-filled peak. The water spiraled continuously, creating a phi pattern, ending its singularity at the apex. Other gardens shaped the fundamental curvature of space and time of the known universe. Streams of efflorescent water mimicked vibrating springs of pure energy and wound, confined within the calculated geometric Calabi-Yau shape, resonating all time-spatial dimensions and expelling the birth of all known matter, its strings guiding quarks to create a symphony of perfect musical symmetry. An ambiance of graceful flowing music emanated and pulsed with pliant ethereal gentleness within the tethering strength of the gardens, sounding the soft pluck of each string as a gift for all. Each vibration rang and entwined within the geometry of space-time and resonated through the unseen eleven dimensions molded by the Calabi-Yau.
Hovering above the valley, a large blue stuffed dog bobbed in the air with a permanent smile. The blue dog’s ears were flapping lazily, and it was accompanied by a large pink stuffed bunny. The two animals swayed together, performing a beguiling dance of trust and comradery, reveling in each other’s company.
Inklebrawt shifted within the confines of his own thoughts; full contemplation did not surface from within him.
A magnificent doe played upon the grass beside the beings and rolled onto its back on the ground. The doe, acting as if spooked, planted its hoofs, and leaped away down the hill in long graceful strides, vanishing.
The appearance of the doe told Inklebrawt that things were about to change. Something big. Every time a deer showed up, fake or real, something happened.
Approaching Inklebrawt, a butterfly separated from its flutter, flapping white wings tinged in blue and silver and landing on his finger. The antennas flinched upright then curled downwards as if bowing, before it leaped, flying away to rejoin its flutter, and flickered away into the wispy white and pink clouds. He realized he was now sitting on a white, metal butterfly bench and the vibrant landscape in front of him appeared to be one giant garden.
It always appeared close to dusk here. A slight breeze rose every now and, provoking a natural beauty for Inklebrawt that highlighted everything in the most perfect way, twinkling with delight and peace.
He breathed in a sweet scent—it encased his awareness, a constant comforting presence, and a permanent reminder of the being next to him.
Maggie shifted lithely, touching, and exploring his being. He reciprocated his exploring, then other countless familiar beings joined them together as one pulsing being, never alone.
“Hi,” they all Sensed together.
“Hi,” Inklebrawt joined. It seemed two of the beings parted away in concurrence to a strong suggestion, and they dissipated without any inclination of goodbye. The pink stuffed bunny disappeared within the sky.
It is time Inklebrawt, a gentle and beautiful Voice touched his thoughts.
“For what?” Inklebrawt asked the Voice, even though he didn’t understand the question the Voice asked.
Return. Your choice, the Voice said gently, and Inklebrawt contemplated but did not understand, inhaling only peace.
Do you wish to return? the Voice asked again.
“Where? I don’t know what you are speaking of,” he said.
“Where you decide,” the Voice answered.
“Where?”
“There.” The Voice projected an image of strange existence into his being.
Inklebrawt did not recognize it, nor understand it. The soft tumult of images depicted a huge building of rock decorated with bright white and red colors, some blue and yellow as well—but no orange. The building’s structure comprised of complex interlocking andesite H-blocks stacked and fitted perfectly like a puzzle. It stood high on a plateau near a lake surrounded by tall mountains and hills highlighted in a spectacular sheen of vibrant colors.
On one of the hills overlooking the building lay a beautiful female creature lying next to a beautiful male creature in a shady tree covering. Both clung to each other naked, laying peacefully. Both the male and the female had long flowing blonde hair with eyes that emitted a faint blue glow. The female smiled and shifted her head on the male’s shoulder, straightening her hair behind her ear, revealing marks on the top of her hand shaped like a blue and silver half-moon.
Though Inklebrawt still did not understand, they exuded kindness and love.
The hill they lay on had a perfect view of the tall granite and andesite building near its base. It stood tall, rising a hundred-and-eleven meters into the air and was exactly three hundred-and-thirty-three meters square. The walkway, still in the process of construction, was exactly three-hundred-and-thirty meters in length and three-point-thirty-three meters in width leading into the main entryway, which started as an intricate garden supplemented by complex plumbing and well-made composite metals. Markets, homes, businesses, and gardens intertwined and spread all around the complex.
The community teemed with bipedal creatures like the male and female. Some of these creatures seemed to play with and birth the native plant and creature life.
A child creature cried, and its mother calmed it as a father ordered. A group of creature friends stumbled drunk with a flowery punch and spoke of old times and of the new beginnings to come. A Vicuna pranced, then stopped and peered outward towards the surrounding landscape, bobbing its tall neck awkwardly near the ground. It searched for Capybara as they would lead it to the main food source on a plateau to mountains of color.
Within the complex and surrounding lands, an advanced sewage system of plumbing flowed freely cleverly hidden, allowing these intelligent and amazing creatures to hide their waste and replenish their water source from the lake nearby.
The Voice provided description and reasoning to these creatures and their inventions and filled Inklebrawt with love.
Just know that if you fail, there will be another time, the Voice said.
“Fail at what?” Inklebrawt asked.
You will have the knowledge, the Voice answered.
Maggie giggled beside Inklebrawt without understanding why. Her being only knew peace, and that was all that mattered.
Inklebrawt’s form emitted white light, and he suddenly yearned to be with these creatures called humans, to be one of them. A decision made.
So be it, the Voice echoed love.
He felt a strong tug of blue and white light tunneling through him, and it hurt. Inklebrawt began to dissipate away from Maggie and the trillions of others and their personal Elysium, leaving Maggie alone in her own parity, accepting peace and love unconditionally.
There is no Inklebrawt. There never was.




Sean





3133AD, PLY’

 
“Sean. Is it right?” his wife asked.
She was preparing a breakfast of hot bread rolls with extra butter. The aroma in the kitchen relaxed Sean as he executed the final command for his program. The Plythi’i Convictions shut down.
He rubbed at the Undicon implanters on top of his head. The newly installed and near invisible lines of circuitry itched. He knew the itch was not real. He had shaved his head a week ago in preparation for the trial run of his team’s new program. He knew shaving his head was physically impossible, but the program made it happen.
A floating hologram hovered just above the kitchen table, and he nudged it with his hand floating it a foot away. The image displayed a time of 7:33 a.m. Below it read March 3rd of the year 3033. The outside temperature changed from 34 to 33 degrees Fahrenheit.
He looked out the window as a mix of rain started to turn into snow. It would be a cold, nervous float outside today. His consciousness would soak in the bitter air. It was the first time the temperature had dropped to allow for snow on Ply’. The Plythi’i, hybrids and Huply that resided here would not understand the change in climate, nor the newly introduced deer from Earth that seemed to flourish here. They loved to graze on the Loodi flowers.
“Maybe. Yes…I don’t know.” He spoke softly, sincerely unsure of his own response.
“Do they think it’s real?” Sarah asked.
“They?”
“Maggie, Ink, Nicola, and David.”
Sean shrugged. He had no idea what this new program would entail. It was beyond his own comprehension, but all of it seemed very real. This was as close to creating reality as one could get.
But he tested this program as a beta tester should. The physics implied what he was doing was real, not only for the people in the program but also for him. For him? He had woken up today and had wanted a breakfast sausage, muffin with egg sandwich, with a cup of coffee, which was odd. He did not like coffee.
“That goes for Zayla and Yumi and all the others including Cinco, Utyi’s fifth child with a different Plythi’i. What was her name?” Sarah asked.
Sean exhaled deeply, ignoring her question; he did not know the answer. “They might think it’s real. This is my creation—well sort of—I’m just testing the possibilities.” He paused again, visibly relaxing his shoulders. “I don’t think anyone is aware of who or what they are really. So, no harm done.”
Sarah shook her head in admonishment and scribbled on the holographic wall projected in front, adding to the grocery list for replication quantum delivery she had started a half hour ago. They did not need to eat. They were full and would be forever.
Her form blurred and wavered before Sean’s eyes. Then she was solid again. Sarah was here, now, as he wanted. Not the real Sarah, she had died three-hundred-and-thirty-three years ago. Yet she still looked beautiful, as she had when they had first met when she had been twenty-four. Her curly black, shoulder length hair and brown skin that was dotted with freckles on her shoulders and cheek bones added beauty to her piercing bright blue eyes. Physically alive, vibrant and with hopes and dreams and emotional aches and physical pains. Everything about her was perfect. She was beautiful in his mind. Then she had died from a random human act of jealously and, perhaps, hatred.
Her programmed smell flowed into his consciousness like fresh mountain air, succulent and soft to his senses, enveloped with the tinge of pastoral weeds. She was here as best he could program it.
They were both from the country of Sudan on Earth, from when Earth had places named countries, six hundred or so years ago. Now, earth, had no borders and no countries. Billions had died prematurely to make that happen.
His Sarah would be killed at the tail end of it. Now, physical reality did not exist. Only pure consciousness. The body did not matter. He felt sorrow for all the poor spirits that had lived before him and could not experience the technology that bore within him now to keep him conscious. If those billions before him could even fathom what he was experiencing. Perhaps forever. At least until the Universe ends.
That, he could not control.
Sean listened to the music of the late Hans Zimmer’s Time on occasion. He had been the Mozart of the early two thousand A.D. Not many had known of him during that time just over a thousand years ago, and most had not paid attention to his melodies, busy with mundane distractions and other worries or dreams. But now, all his music was respected and considered timeless.
Inklewhaat and Inklebrawt would have liked his melody of harmonic emotion.
“…baked ham. What are those black things you poke into the ham for taste? Cloves?” Sarah interrupted his thoughts.
“Yes, Cloves.” Sean smiled. Sarah was as she should be.
“And do you want that flavored coffee again? I like it,” Sarah asked, writing it down on the holographic wall.
“French vanilla flavored. Sure. Or whatever you want,” Sean said.
Sean wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and savored it, even though the napkin did not physically touch his lips. Paper did not exist.
He breathed in deeply and stretched his arms, fists clenched.
What have I created? he thought.
He swung his arms down back to the table in a tumble of guilt, grief, and burden that he alone had instilled upon himself.
I wish I did not contrive this. This awareness of existence, but not really existing. He understood the meaning of burden of the mind. It had once been a liability for being human. Now, humans, like himself and Sarah, were only bits of data entwined within the Universe’s being. They, and many others, were a part of it.
Sean stood up from the kitchen chair and his own form blinked and wavered. “Well, I need to go bang on the drums for a bit. Clear my mind.”
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