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FIRST CONTACT


You asked what I did during the expedition, and I suppose it’s only fair that I answer. The reports sent back to the council are dense and political, full of unnecessary speculation from diplomats who have never held a scalpel in their lives.
My work was much smaller than that. I was only one xenobiologist among thousands assigned to the First Contact Initiative.
A minor role, really.
Still, if you are curious, I will explain.
The target world was catalogued as S-3/8.290, a temperate body orbiting a stable yellow star. Oxygen-rich atmosphere, carbon-based biosphere, extensive surface water, moderate axial tilt - an unremarkable configuration, though fertile for life. The discovery probes detected a dominant bipedal organism occupying most ecological niches on the planet’s primary landmasses.
That species became the focus of my study.
The creature stands approximately one-fifth standard mass compared to our baseline physiology. Bilateral symmetry, endoskeletal support system composed primarily of calcium phosphate matrices, and an external dermal layer that is surprisingly fragile. They are warm-blooded, oxygen-respiring, and metabolically inefficient in several interesting ways.
Neurologically, they are primitive.
Their cranial vault contains an electrochemical processing organ averaging 1.3 kilograms in mass, with roughly eighty-six billion neurons. I know that sounds impressive, but most of those neurons are arranged in redundant associative loops rather than structured cognition. In functional terms, their intellectual capacity barely exceeds the minimum threshold necessary to classify a species as sentient.
I spent many cycles attempting to establish basic rapport, though that task was not within my assigned domain. I am not a linguist, as you know, but the opportunity was there and I was curious. Unfortunately, their system of communication is crude - vibrational bursts of air modulated by muscular contractions in the upper respiratory tract.
Even worse, their conceptual architecture appears limited. I could not find stable cognitive anchors for mathematics beyond counting sequences, nor any abstract constructs that might form the basis for meaningful dialogue. Their cultures possess symbols and narratives, yes, but these are almost entirely driven by emotional impulses rather than reason. In short, our division could not truly communicate with them.
Of course, the political council insisted the mission proceed regardless.
You know how those deliberations go.


Historians arguing that the species deserves time to develop independently.


Economists pointing out the staggering mineral wealth beneath their crust.


Strategic analysts muttering about territorial expansion and long-term security.
Personally, I found the whole debate tedious.
It is easy to condemn such interventions as imperialistic, intrusive, even cruel. The species had barely begun to master atomic energy. Their societies were fragmented, aggressive, unstable. Introducing ourselves - our ships and technology, our mere presence - would inevitably shatter their developmental trajectory.
Yes, I am aware of the ethical arguments.
However, I am not a member of the council.
I am not a historian, or a philosopher, or an expert in ethics.
I am a biologist.
My task was simple: learn how their bodies work.


You would find them interesting, I think.
Their musculature is surprisingly robust for such small frames, and their circulatory system uses an iron-based oxygen transport molecule that gives their blood a vivid red coloration. Quite striking under laboratory illumination.
Their nervous systems are extremely sensitive. Even the lightest incision produces immediate and intense motor responses. At first I assumed this was some kind of defensive reflex, but prolonged observation suggested something else entirely: their neural architecture transmits signals throughout the body with astonishing efficiency.
An extraordinary phenomenon.
Our species, of course, lacks peripheral nociception. Structural damage registers cognitively, yes, but without the chaotic electrical storm their bodies experience. Watching it unfold was fascinating. When tissue was separated or organs exposed, their vocal apparatus produced powerful bursts of high-amplitude vibrations that filled the chamber.
At first I thought these emissions might be distress signals.


But over time, I realized it was most likely a behavioral response and began to appreciate its aesthetic qualities. The vibrations resonate through the air in complex harmonic patterns, fluctuating with each physiological shock.
There is a strange beauty to it.
Our civilization has never developed anything resembling what they call music, but I suspect this is something close to it. Several of my colleagues agreed.
Still, such research must remain discreet. The political authorities prefer the public narrative emphasize peaceful integration rather than biological analysis.
Optics, as they say.
Which brings me to the real reason you asked about my work.


You sensed something when I returned to the hive, didn’t you?
Yes, yes, I know. Your thoughts are practically buzzing with curiosity.


You always did have excellent receptors for secrets.
I admit it - I did bring something with me.
Strictly speaking, it is not permitted.
Transporting biological waste outside a controlled facility raises… ethical questions.
But I assure you, it is harmless.
And quite delightful.
You see, during the later dissections I discovered that certain peripheral structures on the specimens contain a remarkable concentration of nutrient-dense tissue. Small segments located at the extremities of their manipulation limbs.
I believe they call them fingers.
And toes.
Delicate little things, each capped with a thin keratin plate. When separated from the body they retain a pleasing firmness, almost like the root nodes of certain fungi.
I collected several.
Purely for curiosity, you understand.


Imagine a bouquet, my dear.
Yes, just like the arrangement I see you picturing - colorful stems gathered neatly together. Only instead of corolla, there are dozens of tiny digits, curled slightly as the tissues stiffen.
I hid them in my abdominal pouch on the transport shuttle. Waste material, technically. No one bothered to check. The technicians were far too occupied managing the surface harvest operations.
Here.
Take one.
Careful - the joints are delicate.


Go on. Taste it.
I told you.
Delicious.


A rare delicacy from a distant world. Something to serve during festivals, perhaps.
Though we should keep this discovery quiet for now.
After all, the First Contact mission is still ongoing.
And the dominant species of S-3/8.290…
What did they call themselves again?


Ah yes.
Humans.
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ENOUGH TO MAKE YOU GENTLE


She woke to the smell first.
It was sweet and rotten at the same time, like fruit left out too long in the sun. Her cheek was pressed against something damp and gritty. When she opened her eyes, all she could see were shades of gray - plastic bags, wrinkled scraps of paper, the underside of a chrome appliance door.
For several seconds she didn’t move, waiting for memory to catch up with sensation, the way it did when she slept too deeply.
But then the memories came in fragments.
Ana laughing in the bath, bubbles clinging to her cheeks.
A landline ringing, with her taking a message.
The sound of something inside her… tearing.
Pain flared across Mindy’s lower back, like hot lava that made her gasp and curl. Her abdomen ached as well, like she’d been punched and left behind.
“Oh… God,” she whispered.
She pushed herself up on one elbow. Her clothes were torn, streaked with grime and something darker she didn’t want to identify yet. Her hands were scraped, embedded with dirt. She looked down at herself and felt a wave of cold panic roll through her chest.
I was attacked.
The thought arrived fully formed. Mugged, maybe. Knocked unconscious and dumped. That made sense. She was in a junkyard, on the edge of town. Somewhere no one would hear you scream.
She tried to sit up fully and nearly blacked out.
“Okay,” she said, breathing hard. “Slow.”
Mentally, she reached for her BrainPhone to get help. The virtual screen was unresponsive. She pressed the button floating in her line of vision again and again until her eyes hurt.
Nothing.
A fresh surge of panic rose in her throat. No maps. No emergency contacts. No way to call the family.
The family.
Those words steadied her.
She was twenty-one. An au pair from South Africa, Mindy lived with a young American family - in a beautiful house with new designer shutters and a swing set that Ana never used because she preferred to draw on the patio with erasable markers.
Ana was five. She liked dinosaurs and hated wearing socks to bed.
Mindy clung to those details like anchors as she pulled herself to her feet. The ground shifted beneath her, empty bottles crunching, something soft and unpleasant giving way under her feet. She swallowed hard and forced herself not to look too closely.
A chain-link fence ran parallel to a cracked service road. Beyond it, heaps of discarded things rose like artificial hills - ruined mattresses, broken furniture, old electronics stacked in careless layers.
I must have been left here overnight, she thought. The sun was already above the horizon, warming the morning air. 
I need to get home.
The police station was on the way. She’d passed it on walks before, a squat brick building with flags out front. The thought of it surfaced immediately, practical and obvious.
But then came the fear.
What if they didn’t believe her? What if they asked for documents she couldn’t find? What if they sent her back to Johannesburg, back to her mother’s tiny apartment with the peeling paint and the quiet disappointment of another failed opportunity that settled into everything like dust?
She pressed a hand to her abdomen, breathing through another spike of pain.
I can explain it later, she told herself. 
Once I’m safe.
She started walking.


◆◆◆
Each step sent a dull shock up her spine. Her body felt heavy, sluggish, like it wasn’t responding at the right speed. She blamed adrenaline wearing off, shock setting in. For some reason, she couldn't remember what happened to her, and didn’t want to think about what her attackers might have taken.
The road stretched long and empty. Cars passed occasionally, their drivers slowing just enough to stare before speeding up again. Mindy kept her eyes down.
She thought of her real home as she walked, the way her mind always did when she was scared.
She heard the sound of rain on the roof of a humid train car in Johannesburg.
She felt her father’s hands, strong but gentle, teaching her how to fix a leaky faucet before he left them.
She saw the way her mother’s face tightened whenever Mindy talked about leaving, about America and college, about her always wanting more.
“You don’t belong there,” her mother had said. “You’ll see.”
Mindy had smiled and hugged her anyway.
Halfway down the road, she noticed the woman.
She was standing on the same sidewalk with a small child, maybe three or four years old, holding a juice box. The woman’s eyes widened as she saw Mindy approaching.
Mindy tried to smile, to look normal.
The child stared openly, his mouth in the shape of an O.
Then he screamed.
It was a piercing sound, sudden enough that Mindy flinched. The juice box dropped, spilling red liquid onto the pavement.
“No,” the woman said quickly, pulling the child back. “Don’t point.”
But the child still pointed, finger rigid, eyes locked on Mindy’s face.
“Mommy,” the child cried. “Mommy, she’s broken.”
Mindy stopped walking.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice trembling. “I need help.”
The woman didn’t answer. Instead, she backed away, her face pale, one hand tight around the child’s wrist. She didn’t stop until they were across the street, watching from the other sidewalk as if Mindy was something dangerous.
They’re just scared, she told herself. 
I must look bad.
Looking down at her clothes again, she only saw grime and tears.
Still, the child’s words echoed in her mind.
She’s broken.


◆◆◆
The house came into view like a promise.
White aluminum siding. Chalk drawings of hopscotch still faint on the driveway. A pink plastic scooter tipped over near the stairs.
Relief nearly buckled her knees.
She climbed the steps and pressed her thumb to the lock.
Nothing happened.
She frowned and tried again. The panel blinked red.
“That’s not right,” she whispered.
She wiped her thumb on her jeans and pressed harder.
Red again.
She knocked instead, softly at first, then louder.
The door opened.
The woman standing there was pretty and young-looking, but maybe a few years older than Mindy.
She also had Mindy’s face.
For a split second, she thought she must be hallucinating.
“I… ” Mindy started.
The woman stepped outside and closed the door behind her carefully, as if shielding someone inside.
“You shouldn’t be here,” the woman said gently.
Mindy stared at her. “Who are you?”
The woman hesitated. Then she sighed.
“My name is Mindy.”
The world felt like it tilted.
“That’s not funny,” Mindy said. “I need help. Ana… ”
“I know who Ana is,” the woman said. “She’s safe.”
Mindy’s knees trembled.
“You look like me,” Mindy said.
“I am you,” the woman said quietly. “I’m the updated version.”
Mindy laughed, a short, hysterical sound. “I was attacked. I need a doctor.”
“You don’t need a doctor,” the woman said. “Your pain receptors are misfiring because your frame is damaged.”
Mindy’s breath caught.
“What are you talking about?”
The woman met her gaze, steady and sad.
“Look at yourself,” she said, pointing at Mindy’s body in several places. “Forget what you expect to see... Really look.”
For the first time, Mindy examined herself closely, without any barriers put in place by her subconscious to protect her mind.
The skin on her left arm was flayed off in spots, showing what was hiding underneath.
No blood or bruising. 
Only hard plastic.
And her right hand was completely missing at the wrist, with wires protruding.
Mindy shook her head. “This can’t be happening. I remember… ”
“You remember what you were given,” the woman said. “Memories. Preferences. Emotional responses. Enough to make you gentle with Ana. Enough to make you afraid of being sent away.”
Tears blurred Mindy’s vision. “Why would you say this to me?”
“Because you were supposed to be deactivated,” the woman said.
Mindy staggered back a step. Her stomach screamed in protest.
“Please,” she whispered. “I’m real. I feel pain. I feel… ”
“So do I,” the woman said.
Silence stretched between them, thick and unbearable.
“I love her,” Mindy said suddenly. “I love Ana.”
“I know,” the woman said.
The door behind her creaked open a sliver. A child’s voice floated out. “Mindy?”
Mindy’s replacement flinched. “Go play inside, sweetheart.”
The door closed again.
Mindy’s chest felt like it was collapsing inward.
“What happens to me now?” she asked.
The woman didn’t answer immediately.
“You shouldn’t exist,” she said finally. “I can’t let you stay here. Seeing you will scare her.”
Mindy nodded slowly, lingering on the steps.
“Okay,” she finally said.
She then turned and walked away.


◆◆◆
The walk back was slower.
Her body protested every step, internal systems failing in small, accumulating ways.
She didn’t stop at the police station.
She didn’t stop anywhere.
The junkyard waited for her, unchanged.
She found the same pile of garbage, the same dented fridge door.
When she sat down, something new caught her eye.
A stuffed animal.
A rabbit, missing one ear, its fur matted with dirt.
When she picked it up, it stirred.
“Hello,” it said, voice tinny but cheerful. “Are you my friend?”
Mindy’s body shook as she hugged it to her chest.
“Yes,” she whispered.
She rocked back and forth, cradling it the way she’d cradled Ana when she was afraid of the dark.
“I’ll take care of you,” Mindy said.
The rabbit’s small motor hummed contentedly.
Above her, the cloudless sky remained wide and empty.
“I love you, Ana,” she said to no one, still and always wanting more.
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THE LOST MYTH
The sea had been kind on the journey home. That should have warned him.
Erik Stormborn stood at the prow as the longship split the gray water, gulls screaming overhead. He had been gone three summers. He carried silver, amber, and a torque of hammered gold for his wife. He pictured her as he always did: red hair braided down her back, laughing as she scolded their boys for wrestling in the yard.
His eldest had his mother’s temper and blue eyes like the hard summer sky.


The middle boy, pale-haired and solemn, watched everything before he spoke.


The youngest bore a thin white scar on his forehead from tumbling into the hearth as a toddler. Erik had carried him, wailing, to the healer himself.

He imagined them running down to the shore.
They did not.
Smoke still drifted from the village when he crested the hill. Not the steady smoke of cookfires. The bitter, oily reek of ruin. The gate hung broken. Dogs slunk through the mud with their tails low.

He found his sons first.
The eldest lay near the well, eyes still open, blue turned glassy. His throat had been cut clean. The middle boy lay in the yard, blond hair dark with blood. The youngest was inside the hall, the scar on his small brow split anew by a brutal blow.
His wife was at the hearth. Red hair soaked black, her body twisted as if she had tried to crawl.
Erik did not weep. Something in him locked like iron.
He went to the oak grove beyond the village and fell to his knees in the wet leaves.
“Thor,” he said, voice raw. “Hammer-bearer. Breaker of giants. You are my patron. I have given blood and bone in your name. Grant me vengeance.”

Thunder answered.
The sky split white. Wind flattened the trees. A figure stood before him, immense and red-bearded, lightning crawling over his shoulders like living things. Mjölnir hung in his fist.
“You ask for blood,” said Thor, and his voice was like stones grinding. “Blood I can give. But vengeance does not restore what was lost.”
“I do not care.”
Thor’s eyes smiled but his mouth did not. “You care more than you know.”
Lightning struck the ground between them, and in that flash the world seemed to pause.
“I offer you a bargain,” the god said. “Your wife and sons shall live. Their murder will be unmade. But they will belong to another man. They will know him as husband and father. You will not remember them, and they will not remember you.”

The grove went silent.
Erik thought of their bodies in the dirt.
He thought of their small hands in his.
“Will they be safe?” he asked.
“They will live.”
“I will never know them?”
“Never.”
His jaw tightened. “Let them live.”
Thor’s smile finally found his face but it was not kind.


◆◆◆

Ten years passed.
Erik Stormborn became a name whispered in fear. Without a wife or sons to anchor him - without even the memory of ever wanting such things - his ambition grew unchecked.
He carved his will across coasts and kingdoms. He took ships, gold, even slaves. He laughed at pleas for mercy. He believed himself forged only for conquest.
Something in him felt hollow, but he mistook it for hunger.
When word reached him of a prosperous village across the sea - defended, wealthy, and proud - he felt a strange pull.
“We sail at dawn,” he told his men.
The land was green and strangely familiar when they beached the ships. The air smelled like rain and pine. For a flicker of a moment, unease brushed him.

Then the horns sounded.
The villagers did not flee. They formed ranks.

Three men stepped forward to meet him.
The first had blue eyes that burned with hatred. He carried a spear and shield and moved like a wolf, swift and direct.
The second was broader, blond hair bound tight, axe resting easily on his shoulder.
The third was lean, with a scar cut pale across his forehead.

Erik felt something twist in his chest.
He roared and charged.
The blue-eyed warrior met him with a spear thrust that tore across Erik’s ribs. Pain flared hot. Erik smashed the spear aside and closed the distance. Their shields crashed. Wood splintered. The young man drove a knife toward his throat, but Erik caught his wrist and twisted until bone snapped through skin. The scream was short. Erik drove his sword up under the ribcage and felt it grate against spine.

Blue eyes went wide, then empty.
The blond warrior came next, axe whistling. The blade bit deep into his shoulder, crunching through mail and meat. Erik staggered, then slammed his forehead into the man’s face. Teeth shattered. They grappled in mud and blood, rolling. The blond man seized Erik’s beard and tried to drive a dagger into his eye. Erik bit off two fingers and spat them aside. He found his sword and hacked downward again and again until the axe fell silent.
The final warrior - the one with the scar - did not shout.

He waited.
Rain began to fall with urgency.
The scarred man fought like a mirror. Every feint answered. Every strike anticipated. Their blades rang like bells. Erik felt a strange sorrow with each clash.
The warrior slashed his thigh, hamstringing him. Erik dropped to one knee but lunged forward, impaling the man through the chest. They hung there together, breath mingling. Erik wrenched his sword free and turned.
A beautiful warmaiden stood at the edge of the field.
She wore ringmail and carried a sword. Her hair, unbound, was red as flame.

Something in Erik’s throat caught.
She stared at the bodies of the three men. Her voice trembled but did not break. “You have killed my sons.”

The words meant nothing to his mind.
But they destroyed his will to fight.
She was faster than her children. Grief had sharpened her blade. He parried clumsily, wounded and unsteady. He could not stop looking at her face.
She drove him back, step by step. His heel caught on a corpse. He fell.

Her sword plunged down through his heart.
He felt warmth spread. The sky dimmed.
As he died, he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

He did not know why.


He woke in Valhalla.
The hall roared with laughter and clashing steel. Warriors fought and fell and rose again, wounds sealing as if they were nothing.
His stolen memories came back like a blade through his skull.
Red hair. Blue eyes. Blond hair. A scar.

All of it.
Before long, he found Thor by his high seat, drinking deep from a horn.
“You lied,” Erik said, voice shaking with rage.
Thor frowned. “Have we met?”
“You gave them to another. You took them from my mind!”
Thor’s expression hardened. “I make many bargains, mortal. I remember none such.”
He seized a fallen axe and hurled himself at the god. The blade bit into Thor’s side and sparked uselessly. Thor backhanded him across the hall, shattering benches. Erik rose again, charging, screaming. Thor caught him by the throat and lifted him as one might a child.
“No one dies here,” Thor said. “Least of all by your hand.”

He tossed Erik aside like driftwood.
They fought until the hall shook and cheered, until Erik’s fury turned to ash.
“You fight with spirit,” the son of Odin said, impressed.

Finally, Thor studied him more closely.
“There is trickery here,” the god murmured.
He brought Erik to a water basin of polished stone that could peer into Midgard.
They saw three funeral pyres burned by the sea. The fiery warmaiden stood veiled in black. Beside her stood her new husband - a tall, dark-haired man with a faint smile.

His eyes flickered green.
Loki.
Not as a god, but a mortal man.
“They were mine,” Erik whispered.

Thor’s jaw tightened.
“My brother loves his bargains,” Thor said slowly.
Erik sank to his knees, spent. “I asked for vengeance. I thought only of blood.”
Thor again looked at the burning pyres. Lightning flickered faintly around his fist.
“Come,” Thor rumbled. “Let us settle this family matter.”
Thunder rolled across Valhalla as the two turned from the basin. Somewhere in Midgard, a green-eyed man felt the air grow heavy.
Thus, the lost myth of Erik Stormborn did not end in sorrow.

It ended in reckoning.
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THE AMERICAN WAY
One


Allow me to introduce the most powerful man in the world.
You already know his story, of course. Everyone does. Children learn it before they are old enough to read the headlines that carry his name.
Still, legends deserve to be told properly.
Kurt Kerry was not born on Earth.
He was born on a dying world called Koron, a planet whose red sun was already collapsing inward when his father, a scientist named Tor-Kell, made a desperate calculation. Tor-Kell understood what the leaders of his civilization refused to admit - that their world was dying, and that pride would kill them long before the fire did.
So he built a vessel no larger than a farmer’s truck and placed his infant son inside. When Koron finally tore itself apart, the child was already crossing the void between stars.
He arrived on Earth in the middle of a quiet Wyoming night.
Ben and Melinda Kerry found the craft half-buried in a cornfield, still warm from its journey. They were ordinary people - ranchers with weathered hands and a mortgage they were still struggling to pay - but they took the child into their home without hesitation.
They named him Kurt.
And they raised him as their own.
The rest of the story reads like scripture.
As Kurt grew, strange things began to happen. He could lift machinery that should have crushed him. He could outrun storms. When he finally learned to fly, it frightened him so badly that he hid the ability for years, terrified that someone would see. But Ben Kerry had a way of speaking that cut through fear.
“Power isn’t what makes you special,” he told the boy once. “It’s what you decide to do with it.”
Those words, according to every interview Kurt has ever given, became the foundation of his life.
When he reached adulthood, the world met him for the first time.
He descended from the clouds over Metro City wearing a simple blue uniform and a crimson cloak that snapped behind him like a flag. Reporters struggled to describe what they were seeing: a man who could stop collapsing bridges with his bare hands, who could outrun missiles, who could lift a burning aircraft from the sky as gently as if it were made of paper.
Within a week, someone had given him a name.
Splendidman.
It sounded ridiculous at first. But the feats kept coming.
Floodwaters that swallowed entire towns were pushed back by invisible hands. A nuclear reactor on the brink of meltdown was carried high into the upper atmosphere before it could poison the land below. When Ambassador Lon arrived from the stars with soldiers that could level cities, Splendidman fought them until the invaders were defeated and imprisoned in the Positive Zone.
By the time the smoke cleared, the world had accepted something extraordinary.
A god lived among us.


And unlike the gods of older myths, this one seemed determined to help.
He became our protector. Our guardian. The silent figure who might pass overhead at any moment, red cape blazing against the sky. The slogan came later.
Truth.
Justice.
The American Way.
I believed in him.


That probably surprises some of you.
Journalists are not supposed to believe in anything. We are trained to distrust myths, to pull apart heroic narratives until all that remains are verifiable facts and unattractive truths.
But Kurt Kerry made belief easy.
He spoke softly in interviews. He laughed awkwardly when cameras lingered on him too long. He thanked his parents every time someone praised his strength. Even now, I find it difficult to think of him as anything other than the boy Ben and Melinda Kerry raised in that Wyoming farmhouse.
You have seen him on the news. Perhaps you have even seen him in person - descending from the clouds after an earthquake, lifting debris from shattered streets, reassuring survivors that everything will be all right.
You may be wondering why I am telling his story again. The answer is simple.
Legends are powerful things.
They shape the way we see the world, and the people within it. When someone saves enough lives, stops enough disasters, and smiles for enough cameras, it becomes very easy to believe that they are incapable of wrongdoing.
Perhaps that is even necessary.


Perhaps the world needs its heroes to remain untarnished.
But there is a problem when the hero is also the most powerful being on the planet. Because power of that magnitude creates a question we have never had to answer before.
What happens when a god does something unforgivable?
I have struggled with that question for a long time.
The truth is, I did not want to write this article. At first, I convinced myself that silence might be kinder - not only to Kurt Kerry, but to the billions of people who look up when they hear a sonic boom and feel safe knowing he is still out there.
But the responsibility of a journalist is not kindness.
It is truth.
And the truth is this: 
For more than a decade, the world’s greatest hero has been hiding a sickness he cannot seem to control.
How do I know this?
Because he told me.
And because it happened to me.
My name is Susan Sanders.
Tomorrow the world will decide what justice means when the man who broke the law can fly.

Two
The article went live at 6:02 am.
Susan Sanders had not slept.
She sat alone at her kitchen table watching the numbers climb on the Metro Planet website analytics dashboard. The coffee beside her had gone cold sometime around sunrise. She hadn’t noticed.
Thirty thousand readers in the first minute.
Eighty thousand by the second.
By the time the sun cleared the skyline of Metro City, the number had passed half a million.
The headline had been her editor’s idea.
OPINION: THE TRUTH ABOUT SPLENDIDMAN
She would have preferred something less theatrical. But the paper had insisted the story needed to be impossible to ignore.
So now the world was reading.
The comment section had been disabled within minutes.
Not because people were calm.
Because they weren’t.
Her phone vibrated continuously on the table, lighting up with incoming messages. Colleagues. Editors. Strangers. Some of the notifications were news alerts already quoting sections of the column.
Others were less formal.
LIAR!
DELETE THIS.
WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!?
At 7:14 am, the first television networks began broadcasting segments about the article.
Susan watched one of them on mute.
Two anchors sat behind a glass desk beneath a massive digital display showing Splendidman hovering in the sky above Metro City. The producers had chosen one of the heroic photographs - red cape catching sunlight, arms folded across his chest, eyes fixed on some distant horizon.
The image looked religious.
Even without sound, Susan could read their expressions.
Confusion first.
Then skepticism.
At 7:46, her editor called.
“Are you safe?” he asked without greeting.
“Yes.”
“You shouldn’t stay at home.”
“I’m fine.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line.
“You understand what is going to happen, right?” he said quietly.
“I know.”
Another pause.
“Every network is calling us,” he said. “They’re going to want statements. Clarifications… Evidence.”
Susan looked at the television again.
The image of Splendidman had been replaced by footage of him lifting a collapsed freeway overpass last year. Cars hung from the fractured concrete like toys in a child’s hand.
“We printed the truth,” she said.
Her editor sighed.
“Of course,” he said. “But truth and belief aren’t the same thing.”
The first official response arrived shortly after nine.
The press conference had been scheduled at the steps of the Federal Response Agency building in downtown Metro City.
Susan watched it alone.
Reporters crowded the street below the marble staircase. Cameras pointed upward, their lenses glittering in the morning light.
For several minutes, nothing happened.
Then a sudden movement rippled through the crowd.
People looked up.
A sonic boom cracked across the sky.
He descended slowly from the clouds, red cape trailing behind him, landing at the top of the staircase with the casual grace of someone stepping onto a sidewalk. For a moment, the crowd simply stared.
Even now, after almost eleven years, the mere sight of him could silence a room.
A government spokesperson stepped forward to the podium and cleared his throat.
“Good morning,” the man said, visibly nervous. “We are aware of the allegations published today in the Metro Planet. Splendidman has agreed to address the matter directly.”
The man stepped aside.
Kurt approached the microphones.
Up close, the cameras captured every detail of his expression. His face looked calm. Concerned, even. The same expression he used when reassuring survivors after a disaster.
When he spoke, his voice carried easily across the plaza.
“I read the article this morning,” he said.
A murmur moved through the reporters.
“I won’t pretend it didn’t surprise me,” he continued. “Susan is someone I have always cared about and respected. She is an excellent journalist, and the Metro Planet has done important work for this city.”
He paused.
“But the claims made in that article are not true.”
The words were delivered gently.
“I have spent my life trying to help people,” Kurt said. “Every decision I make is guided by the values my parents taught me.”
He looked directly into one of the cameras.
“I would never harm someone the way this article suggests.”
Questions erupted immediately.
“Splendidman, did you have a romantic relationship with Susan Sanders?”
“Are you saying the article is fabricated?”
“Do you intend to pursue legal action against the Metro Planet?”
Kurt raised one hand.
The reporters instantly fell silent.
“I won’t speculate about Susan’s motives,” he said carefully. “I hope, in time, the truth will come out and this misunderstanding can be resolved.”
He stepped away from the podium.
Then he did what he always did when the cameras were watching.
He smiled.
It was the same smile that had reassured millions of people over the past decade. The same calm, confident expression that made parents tell their children everything was going to be okay.
A moment later, he rose into the sky and disappeared.
Across the country, television panels began discussing the story.
Some commentators were cautious.
Others were not.
“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,” one anchor said.
Another leaned forward and spoke more bluntly.
“This is a man who has saved thousands of lives,” he said. “If you’re going to accuse someone like that of something this serious, you’d better have proof.”
“How dare you,” an anonymous woman said on the street, randomly interviewed by a news crew. “How dare you try to take away my son’s hero.”
By afternoon, the narrative had begun to solidify. The words allegation and controversy and unsubstantiated peppered the headlines.
Susan finally turned off the television.
Outside her apartment window, the sunset above Metro City was picturesque.
Somewhere above the clouds, a red cape was still moving through the sky.

Three
I remember the wind first.
It moved through the balcony plants in slow waves, brushing against the railing, lifting the edge of the notebook I had placed on the small glass table beside me. The city below was unusually quiet for a Friday night. Metro City rarely slept, but there were moments - brief ones - when the noise softened enough that you could hear the river moving through the dark.
I checked the clock again.
9:18 pm.
The interview had been arranged through three different offices and confirmed twice that afternoon. An “informal conversation,” my assistant had called it. Splendidman preferred private settings when he spoke with reporters.
I suppose that should have made me nervous.
Instead, I was excited.
For ten years I had watched him from a distance, the way everyone else had - through camera lenses and headlines, through the collective mythology we had all built around him. The boy from another world who grew into Earth’s protector. The man who could hold a collapsing bridge in place with his bare hands.
Now he was coming here.
To my balcony.
I told myself I was calm. Professional. A journalist conducting an interview. But my hands were shaking slightly when I picked up the notebook.
I looked up just in time to see the streak of red.
He descended slowly, almost casually, as though gravity itself had simply decided to treat him differently than the rest of us. The cape drifted behind him like a banner before settling softly as his feet touched the balcony floor.
For a moment neither of us spoke.
Up close, he didn’t look like a god.
He looked like a handsome man who had spent most of his life outdoors - broad shoulders, strong hands, a faint line at the corner of his mouth that suggested he smiled often.
“Ms. Sanders,” he said.
His voice was warmer than I expected.
“Susan,” I corrected. “If this is going to be a friendly interview, you should probably call me Susan.”
He smiled.
“Then you should call me Kurt.”
Just like that, the tension broke.
We talked for nearly twenty minutes before I even opened my notebook. He leaned against the balcony railing, looking out across the city as though it belonged to him in some quiet, private way.
He was surprisingly funny.
When I asked him how it felt to hear the sonic boom of his own flight echo across the skyline, he shrugged and said it still startled him sometimes.
“Farm kid,” he explained. “Wyoming nights are quiet. You get used to listening for coyotes, not fighter jets.”
At some point I realized I had stopped asking questions entirely. 
We were just talking.
“You’ve never been up there, have you?” he asked suddenly.
“Up where?”
He nodded toward the sky.
The question caught me off guard.
“I’m not sure the liability department at Metro Planet would approve.”
Kurt laughed.
“I won’t tell if you won’t.”
A few minutes later, I found myself standing in the center of the balcony with his arm around my waist.
“Ready?” he asked.
Before I could say anything, the ground dropped away beneath us.
The city unfolded below like a map made of light.
Wind rushed past us in long, steady currents, carrying the scent of the river and the distant warmth of street-level traffic. The buildings that had always seemed enormous from the sidewalk shrank quickly as we rose higher.
I remember laughing.
“You see?” Kurt said in my ear. “Best view in the world.”
He wasn’t wrong.
For a few minutes I forgot everything - the interview, my notebook on the table, the quiet distance journalists are supposed to maintain.
I was flying.
When we returned to the balcony, the city felt smaller somehow.
Or maybe I did.
Kurt stepped closer as soon as my feet touched the floor again. The moment lingered in a strange silence that felt heavier than it had before we left the ground.
“You handled that pretty well,” he said.
“I’m still trying to figure out if that actually happened.”
He smiled again.
Then he kissed me.
I didn’t pull away.
At first it felt unreal, like the final scene in some impossible movie I had accidentally wandered into. The world’s most famous superhero was standing in my apartment, his hand warm against my back, his voice softer than it had been when the cameras were around.
I remember thinking how absurd it all was.
I remember thinking I should slow things down. That we should talk. 
That there was still an interview to conduct, questions to ask, a story to write.
But the moment kept moving forward without my permission.
Somewhere in the middle of it all, the excitement began to shift into something else. A tightness in my chest that didn’t belong there. “Kurt,” I said quietly.
He didn’t answer.
“Kurt… wait.”
The room felt smaller.
“Please stop.”
He didn’t.
For a moment I thought he hadn’t heard me.
“Kurt,” I whispered again. “Please. Stop.”
Nothing changed.
He ignored me.
The realization arrived slowly, like cold water spreading over fabric.
The silence that followed felt endless.
After he was finished with me, we lay side by side on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. Neither of us spoke for a long time.
I was the one who finally broke the silence.
“Have you done that before?” I asked.
He didn’t look at me.
“Off the record?” he said.
“Yes.”
Another pause.
Then he began to talk.
He spoke quietly, almost thoughtfully, as though describing something ordinary.
About the first time it happened. About the strange mixture of curiosity and impulse that had led him down that road before.
About how easy it had become to repeat the pattern.
He spared no details about the number of times.
Or the obscene number of women.
He spoke the way someone might confess in a church, staring upward, voice steady and calm.
When he finally stopped talking, the room felt colder than it had before.
I remember looking at him then, really looking. Not at the hero from the headlines. Not at the man who had lifted bridges and stopped wars.
Just the person lying beside me in the dark.
And I realized something that frightened me more than anything he had said.
He didn’t seem afraid.
Not of what he had just admitted.
Not of the world outside my window.
“Try to get some sleep,” he said quietly, getting up to get dressed and leave.
He kissed my forehead.
I was afraid to move.
High above the city, a sonic boom rolled across the sky.


I didn’t sleep much that night.

Epilogue
The café tables spilled out onto the sidewalk beneath a row of thin maple trees. Early autumn had begun to turn the leaves, and the air carried that faint, dry smell that always seemed to arrive in Metro City in late September.
Susan sat alone at a small table with a cup of coffee she hadn’t touched.
It had been about a month since the original article.
In that time, the story had exploded, mutated, and finally settled into something unrecognizable. Investigations were announced, then cancelled. Panels of experts debated the allegations on television. Commentators dissected her credibility with the calm detachment of cosmetic surgeons.
Every detail of her life had been examined.
Where she went to school.
Who she dated in college.
Every article she had ever written.
After two weeks, the Metro Planet had asked for her resignation. They called it “protecting the institution.”
She checked her phone.
12:17.
A shadow fell across the table.
“Mind if I sit?”
Susan looked up.
For a moment she didn’t recognize him.
The man standing beside the table wore dark sunglasses and a baseball cap pulled low across his forehead. A plain brown jacket hung loosely from his shoulders.
“You’re late,” she said.
Kurt Kerry pulled out the chair across from her and sat down.
Up close, his disguise seemed almost ridiculous. A god trying to look like a commuter.
“I wanted to make sure no one noticed me,” he said.
“You flew here?”
“Yes.”
“Pretty sure that defeats the need for subtlety.”
Kurt removed the sunglasses and placed them on the table. 
He looked tired.
Not physically. 
His kind didn’t seem to suffer from that.
But something in his expression had changed. The easy confidence she remembered from that night in her apartment had been replaced by something intangible.
“I read your ‘off the record’ stuff,” he said.
Susan laughed softly. “I imagine you did.”
“They’ve been… hard on you.”
A group of pedestrians passed behind him, talking loudly about something on their phones. One of them glanced at Kurt for half a second and then looked away.
“I wanted to say I’m sorry,” Kurt said.
Susan stared at him.
The words hung between them for a moment.
“Sorry,” she repeated.
“Yes.”
“For?”
“For what happened to your career,” he said carefully. “The way the public has been treating you.”
Susan leaned back in her chair. For several seconds she said nothing.
“You arranged this meeting,” she said, “to apologize because I lost my job?”
Kurt didn’t answer immediately.
“I know what publishing that article has cost you.”
“You’re unbelievable.”
His jaw tightened slightly.
“I never wanted things to go this far.”
Susan laughed again.
“You never wanted things to go this far,” she said.
Kurt glanced around the café briefly. No one seemed to be paying attention.
“I told you everything,” he said quietly. “I didn’t lie to you.”
“And that makes it okay?”
“I thought you deserved honesty.”
She stared at him from across the table.
For a moment she almost recognized the man she had met on her balcony. The one who had laughed about Wyoming nights and coyotes.
Then the feeling evaporated.
“I knew this might happen,” she said.
Kurt frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”
“When I wrote the article,” she said. “I knew what the reaction might be. I knew people might not believe me.”
Kurt studied her face. “Then why did you do it?”
Susan leaned forward slightly.
“Because you’re a monster,” she said calmly.
The words landed without drama.
For the first time since sitting down, Kurt looked uncomfortable.
“That’s not fair,” he said.
Susan blinked.
“Not fair?”
“I know what you think of me,” he continued. “But you also know what I do for this world.”
She didn’t respond.
“You’ve seen it,” he argued. “The disasters. The wars I’ve stopped. The people I’ve saved.”
From across the street, a siren wailed faintly in the distance.
“And you think it balances the scales?” Susan asked.
“I think the world is safer with me in it.”
Kurt looked down at the table.
When he looked up again, the careful expression was gone.
Something colder had taken its place.
“You want the truth,” he said quietly. “Well, here it is.”
He leaned back in the chair.
“Even if there was someone who could stop me… no one would.”
The words settled over the table like dust.
Susan looked around the café. Office workers. Cyclists. People laughing over lunch.
No one was paying attention.
“You’re right,” she said.
Then she stood.
“Goodbye, Kurt.”
She left her coffee untouched and walked away without looking back.
Behind her, the man the world called Splendidman sat alone at the table for another minute. Then he stood, placed the sunglasses back on his face, and launched violently into the sky.
The sudden burst of wind spilled the coffee, knocked over the table, and disturbed a few nearby patrons.
After the initial shock, everyone returned to their lunches and no one thought much about it.
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THREE WISHES
The bottle was not where it should have been.
Dr. Arthur Sullivan knew that much the moment his brush revealed the glass.
It lay nestled in the packed earth beneath a collapsed stone lintel, its fragile surface dulled by centuries but unmistakably intact. Not shattered. Not worn down to fragments like everything else in the chamber.
Preserved.
Waiting.
“Careful,” he murmured, more to himself than to the people working above. “No sudden movements.”
The dig site had been unremarkable until that morning. A shallow cave system along a chalk ridge in the south of England. Likely a burial chamber, perhaps a storage site. Nothing that would justify the funding he had spent to be there.
Until now.
The bottle was stoppered. Wax, hardened and cracked but still sealing the neck.
Arthur hesitated only a moment before prying it loose.
For a moment, nothing happened.
Then the air around him changed.
It was as if the space had been occupied by something unseen, and that thing had just stood up. Not emerging from the bottle, not quite. More like condensing from the air itself.
A beautiful man. Tall. Thin. Features sharp enough to seem manufactured. 
His expression, however, was what held Arthur’s attention. 
Amusement?
“Well,” the figure said, voice lightly accented in a way Arthur could not place, “that took much longer than expected.”
Arthur stared.
“I… beg your pardon?”
The man inclined his head condescendingly, as if acknowledging someone of lesser standing. “You’ve released me. That carries certain… obligations.”
Arthur swallowed, secretly wondering if he was still asleep at the hotel.
“What are you?”
The man smiled.
“Something you should be very careful with.”
Then, after releasing a sigh: “I am a djinn. You may prefer the term ‘genie,’ though it is somewhat reductive.”
Arthur still said nothing, eyes wide.
The djinn continued.
“You are hereby entitled to three wishes.” He raised a hand slightly, ticking off the rules. “You may not wish for additional wishes. You may not harm me. And you may not become more powerful than I am.”
Arthur’s mind raced, cataloguing, dismissing, reconstructing.
This can’t be happening, he insisted.
And yet.
“What if I refuse?” Arthur asked.
The djinn’s smile widened, just a fraction.
“No one ever has.”
Arthur held his gaze.
“And before you begin,” the djinn added, almost as an afterthought, “you should understand something about me.”
“Yes?”
“I will grant your wishes as instructed,” he continued, “but I will do so in a manner I find most… entertaining.”
Arthur felt a tightening in his chest.
“So,” he finished, spreading his hands slightly. “Choose your words carefully.”


◆◆◆
“Very well,” Arthur said, after deciding to tempt fate.
The djinn’s expression did not change, but something in his posture seemed to sharpen.
“I wish,” he said, slowly, “for the suffering of the people of this country to end immediately.”
Silence followed.
The djinn studied him.
Then he smiled. “Done.”
Nothing happened.
Arthur frowned slightly. “That’s it?”
The djinn tilted his head.
“Suffering has indeed ended,” he said. “You should be pleased.”
A strange unease settled over him.
“What did you do?” Arthur asked.
The djinn’s smile did not falter.
“Exactly what you asked.”
Then the djinn added, almost conversationally:
“Of course, there’s no one left to suffer.”
“No,” he protested. “That’s not…”
“You were quite clear,” the djinn said. “The suffering of the people of this country. It has ended… along with their lives.”
Arthur shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.”
“I know,” the djinn said, grinning.
The cave felt smaller.
“You’re lying,” Arthur said.
The djinn’s expression flickered - something like mild disappointment.
“I told you,” he said, “I would not do that.”
Arthur turned away, suddenly, abruptly. He climbed the rope ladder without another word.
The English countryside was quiet.
No distant traffic. No voices. No wind through the hedgerows.
Arthur walked.
He did not know how long.
Long enough to understand.
Long enough to witness the consequences of his words.


◆◆◆
The djinn was exactly where he had left him.
“Second wish?” he asked.
Arthur did not answer immediately. He stood at the base of the chamber for a long while, looking up. “You twisted my meaning.”
“I followed your words,” the djinn replied, now smiling maliciously.
Arthur nodded slowly.
He took a long breath.
“I wish,” he said slowly and methodically, “for the people of this country to live long, healthy, peaceful lives.”
The djinn watched him, smile ever widening.
“Done.”
Again, nothing happened inside the cave.
Arthur did not move.
The djinn waited.
Several seconds passed.
Then he said:
“You should go see.”


◆◆◆
When Arthur returned, it was dark.
He descended the rope ladder slowly. The djinn watched him with open curiosity now.
“Well?” he asked.
Arthur stepped off the final rung.
“They’re alive,” he said.
“Yes.”
Arthur’s hands trembled, just slightly.
“That’s all they are,” he said.
The djinn said nothing.
“They don’t speak. They barely move.”
“They are peaceful,” the djinn said.
“They are comatose!” Arthur exclaimed.
“They will live a very long time,” the djinn added, smiling.
Arthur closed his eyes.
For a moment, he said nothing. When he opened them again, something heavy had settled there.
“You enjoy this,” he said.
The djinn smiled.
“I do,” he said. “Indeed.”
Arthur nodded, understanding the rules of the game at last. He took a long moment in contemplation.
Then Arthur made his final request.


◆◆◆
“I wish,” he said, “that your power is equal to mine and no greater.”
Silence.
The djinn blinked.
Nothing seemed to happen.
Slowly, the djinn’s expression began to change.
His posture shifted. 
His breath hitched in his throat.
Arthur watched him closely.
“You feel it, don’t you?”
The djinn did not respond. He instead looked down at his hands, inspecting them as if they belonged to someone else.
“You’ve made me…” he began.
Without urgency, Arthur reached for the ladder.
“What are you doing?” the djinn asked.
Arthur began to climb.
“You cannot leave me,” the djinn said.
Arthur continued upward.
There was something new in the djinn’s voice now.
Fear.
Arthur paused halfway up.
“I didn’t harm you,” he said.
The djinn stared at Arthur’s feet, unable to move his own.
Once at the top, Arthur pulled on the ladder.
The ropes slid upward, rung by rung, until there was no escape.
“No,” the djinn pleaded. “Don’t leave me.”
Arthur stepped back from the edge.
“You said that words matter,” he said.
The darkness below seemed deeper now.
“You don’t understand,” the djinn said, visibly shaking.
Arthur looked down at him. For a moment, something like sympathy flickered across his face. 
Then it was gone.
“No,” he said. “I do.”
He turned away.
And walked off into a silent new world.
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BETA-9
Chapter One
The Invasion


The ships appeared without warning.
No flashes of light or distortion in the sky.
No signal, no approach, no trajectory.
One moment the upper atmosphere was empty, the next it was filled with dark shapes hanging motionless above the world.
At first, even the most astute scientific observers thought it was a glitch on a monitor. Weather satellites returned conflicting images. Radar systems lit up with contacts that hadn’t existed seconds earlier. Air traffic controllers reported objects at impossible altitudes, stationary and silent.
Within ten minutes, every government on Earth knew something was very wrong.
The first strike came exactly fifty-three minutes after first detection.
Orbital assets were targeted first - communications satellites, early warning systems, surveillance arrays. The sky filled with brief streaks of light as projectiles tore through low orbit, shredding infrastructure that had taken decades to build.
Then came the second wave.
Military installations. Airbases. Naval ports. Command centers. The attacks were coordinated globally, as if the enemy had mapped the entire planet in advance.
Which, as it turned out, they had.
Eight previous times.


◆◆◆
USMC Sergeant Daniel Reyes first saw one of the ships through the cracked windshield of a transport truck. It hung above the city like a shadow that refused to move.
His squad had been deployed six hours after the first strikes, rushed from a forward base into what command was now calling an “incursion zone.”
No one had used the word invasion yet, but no one needed to. Reyes had seen enough footage on the way in. Cities burning. F-14s falling out of the sky. Something landing on urban streets and releasing… things.
“Tell me that’s one of ours,” Private Collins muttered from the back of the truck, looking up.
No one answered him.
The vehicle rolled to a stop at a makeshift barricade of overturned cars, concrete barriers, and a line of National Guard troops trying to look like they had a plan. Reyes and his squad grabbed their gear and stepped out. The air smelled like smoke and something sharper, like sulfur.
Above them, the floating ship remained perfectly still.
It wasn’t shaped like anything Reyes recognized. No wings, no visible engines. Just a massive, angular structure that seemed to absorb all the light around it.
“Command says they’re dropping units all over the city,” Lieutenant Harper said to Reyes, waiting nearby. “We’re linking up with second platoon two blocks east. Contain and engage.”
“Engage what exactly?” Collins asked from the group.
Harper didn’t look at him.  “Anything that ain’t us.”


◆◆◆
They found the enemy in the ruins of a parking structure.
The building had partially collapsed, concrete slabs leaning at impossible angles, rebar exposed like bone. Smoke drifted through the open levels, turning the afternoon light into something gray and dying.
Reyes signaled for the squad to spread out.


Movement ahead. 
Not fast or chaotic.


Controlled.
He saw one of them step into view between two broken pillars.


For a moment, his brain refused to process what he was looking at.
The figure was definitely humanoid - bipedal and roughly the same size as an adult human - but completely encased in dark, futuristic armor. The suit was smooth and segmented, matte black with faint lines that pulsed dimly along the surface.
The helmet was featureless.


No eyes. No visor. Just a curved surface that reflected the ruined world around it.
The figure raised its weapon, but Reyes fired first.
His controlled burst struck center mass, a definite kill-shot. The impact staggered the target back a step, but it didn’t fall.


It returned fire immediately.
The sound was sharp and familiar - automatic rifle fire, not an energy weapon or something exotic. A burst of projectile rounds tore through the concrete near Reyes’ position, sending fragments spraying into the air.
“Contact!” someone shouted.


The area erupted into gunfire and chaos.
More of the enemy moved through the smoke - three, maybe four figures total. They advanced in coordinated bursts, covering each other, using the environment with practiced efficiency. Reyes ducked behind a support column as rounds punched through the concrete inches from his head.
“Left side! Flanking!” Collins yelled.


Another armored figure had already shifted position, cutting off their angle of retreat.


“Push them back!” Harper ordered. “Don’t let them close!”
Reyes leaned out and fired again, aiming for the gaps in the armor - if there were any. Amid the chaos, one of the figures shouted something. The voice came through external speakers on the suit - distorted and harsh.
For a split second, Reyes thought he recognized it.


But it slipped away.
Another burst of fire slammed into the column, forcing them to regroup.
“Did you hear that?” Collins shouted.
“Hear what?” Harper shouted back.
“They’re talking!”
“No shit!”
“No, I mean - ” Collins hesitated, unable to find the words. “It sounded like… ”
A grenade landed near his feet.
Reyes didn’t think.


He grabbed Collins by the vest and yanked him backward as the explosion tore through the space they had just occupied. The blast wave hit like a hammer, knocking them both to the ground.
His ears rang.
Dust filled the air, choking and thick.


Through the haze, Reyes saw one of the armored figures go down, its leg twisted at an unnatural angle.
“Target down!” Harper shouted. “Move!”
The remaining enemies began to fall back, covering their retreat with disciplined bursts of fire. Within seconds, they were gone.
Reyes pushed himself up, coughing, and moved toward the fallen figure.


“Careful,” Harper said, approaching from the side. “Could be a trap.”


Reyes nodded, weapon raised.
The armored soldier lay motionless on the concrete, one leg clearly shattered. The suit’s surface flickered faintly, whatever powering it struggling to maintain integrity.
Up close, it looked even less human.
And yet…


“Get that helmet off,” the Lieutenant said.
Collins stared at him. “Sir?”
“You heard me. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”
Sergeant Reyes crouched beside the body.
For a moment, he hesitated.


Then he reached for the helmet.
There was no obvious latch, no seam to pry open.


“Try the sides,” Harper said. “There’s got to be a release.”
Reyes pressed his fingers along the edge, searching.
Something clicked.
The figure made a sound.
Hesitating again, Reyes looked up at Harper.


“Do it, Sergeant.”
Reyes pulled.


The helmet came free with a sharp hiss of released pressure. For a second, no one spoke.


Then Collins swore under his breath.
Because the face beneath the armor was human.
The man’s dazed eyes fluttered open.
He looked up at them… and spoke.


The words were almost familiar.
“Say that again,” Reyes said.
This time, the voice was clearer.
Reyes glanced at his squad, confused.


Collins shook his head in disbelief.
“Sarge… I think that’s… German.”

Chapter Two
The Prisoner


They moved him after nightfall.
Command didn’t want the risk of another engagement, not with ships still hanging above the city like silent observers. Whatever the armored soldiers were, they weren’t disorganized. The ground units had pulled back cleanly, as if losing one man was acceptable.
Or deliberate.
His right leg had been stabilized with a field splint, and the damaged armor was cut away in jagged sections to expose the injury. The flesh underneath was human - muscle, bone, blood - no different from anyone else in his squad.
That fact alone had changed the tone of everything.
They had transported him to a temporary post set up in the basement of a municipal building. Concrete walls. Low ceilings. Fluorescent white lights that flickered just enough to make everyone feel more tired than they were. Reyes and a few others stood just outside as the medics finished their work.
“I thought for sure they were aliens,” Collins said.
Reyes didn’t look away from the door. “Yeah.”
Collins let out a short breath. “That guy… he looks like my cousin.”
A moment later, Lieutenant Harper stepped out.


“He’s stable,” Harper said.
“Can he talk?” Reyes asked.


Harper smiled. “Glad you asked… Command wants answers. We’re not waiting for intel to arrive. You’re going to see what you can get out of him.”


Reyes frowned. “Me?”
“You were the first one he saw when that helmet came off,” Harper said. “He might respond to a familiar face.”


Collins snorted softly. “Yeah, nothing builds trust like shooting someone in the leg.”
Harper ignored him again.


“Get in there. Both of you.”


◆◆◆
The basement smelled like antiseptic and melted circuits. The man - his armor peeled off him in pieces - sat restrained to a metal chair. A line of dried blood ran from his hairline down the side of his face. His blue eyes tracked Reyes the moment he entered the room.
Reyes and Collins each pulled up a chair and sat across from him. For a moment, no one spoke. Up close, he could have been ssomeone you passed on the street without thinking twice.
“Can you understand me?” Reyes asked.


The man’s eyes narrowed. “…Yes.”
His accent was heavy, the pronunciation off.


“Good,” Reyes said. “We can work with that.”


The man said nothing.


Reyes glanced at the armor pile in the corner, then back at him. “Who are you?”


Another pause.
The man seemed to search for the words.


“Leu… tenant,” he said finally. “Klaus Richter.”


“Lieutenant,” he repeated.
Richter nodded once. “Yes.”
Reyes leaned back slightly, studying him.
“Alright, Lieutenant,” he said. “Where are you from?”


Richter frowned. “Erde.”
Reyes blinked. “What?”


Richter shifted slightly in the chair, wincing.
“Germany,” he corrected, slower this time. “I am from the Earth.”
Reyes stared at him. For a moment, the room felt smaller.


“That’s a lie,” Reyes said.
Richter’s expression didn’t change.
“It is correct,” he said in his thick German accent.


Reyes shook his head. “No, you came down in one of those… ships.” He gestured vaguely upward. “Germany doesn't have that kind of technology.”
Richter watched him for a second longer.
He exhaled slowly, as if adjusting to something.


“Your world is…” He hesitated, searching for the words. “Beta… Nine.”


The phrase hit harder than it should have. Beta… what?
“What does that mean?”


Richter tilted his head. “You do not have… a system?”
“No,” Reyes said sharply. “We don’t. Explain it to me.”


Richter studied him for a long moment.
“Prime Earth selects… targets,” he said. “Same world. Different… history.”


Reyes didn’t move.
“Say that again.”


Richter shifted, struggling to keep the explanation coherent. “There are many Earths,” he said. “We find them. We travel.”


Private Collins, quiet until that moment, exhaled: 
“The… fuck?”
“Be quiet.”
“Sorry, Sarge.”


“You’re telling me you’re from another… dimension?” Reyes asked.


“Yes.”
Reyes stared at him, searching for any sign that this was a lie or a tactic, something rehearsed.
He didn’t see it.
“What is ‘Prime’ Earth?” Reyes eventually asked.
Richter answered without hesitation.


“The origin,” he said. “The first. My Earth.”


Reyes rubbed a hand across his face.
“And we’re… what? Number nine?”
Richter’s gaze didn’t waver. “Yes.”


Reyes felt a slow, creeping realization begin to take shape.


“Eight before us,” he said.
Richter nodded again. “Yes.”


“What happened to them?”


For the first time, Richter hesitated.
“They are… integrated,” he said finally.
Reyes frowned. “Integrated?”


Richter seemed to consider his phrasing.


“Resources taken,” he said. “Infrastructure replaced. Population… adjusted.”
“Adjusted?”
“Yes.”
“You invaded them,” he said.


“It is necessary,” he said.
“Necessary,” Reyes echoed.
Richter nodded.
“For… expansion. For survival.”


Reyes let out a short, humorless laugh. 


“I’ve heard that before.”
Richter frowned, not understanding.


Reyes leaned forward again, his voice lower now.
“Why us?” he asked. “Why this Earth?”
Richter’s answer came quickly.
“Random,” he said.


Reyes blinked.
“Random?”
“Yes.”


Reyes shook his head in disbelief.
“You’re telling me we got picked out of a hat?”


Richter’s expression remained steady.
“It is not… personal,” he said.


That was somehow worse.
He sat back in the chair, exhaling slowly.
Outside, somewhere above the city, something rumbled - distant, massive. The floating ships were still there, like conquistadors on the shore. 
Waiting to colonize.
Reyes looked back at Richter.
“Who are you people?” he asked quietly, not really expecting an answer.


For a moment, the language barrier seemed to fall away entirely.


“We are you,” he said.
Then, almost as an afterthought, he added:


“From the future.”

Chapter Three
Integration


Reyes didn’t sleep.


He sat alone in the operations room, staring at a bank of monitors that displayed a dozen different feeds from across the country. Fires burning in multiple cities. In many, emergency services had collapsed during the night. Locally, the military was establishing defensive perimeters that shrank with every passing hour.
Above it all, the ships remained. Unmoving.
Like they had all the time in the world.


Reyes replayed the interrogation in his head.
Beta Nine.
Eight before you.
Integrated…
The door opened behind him.
“Command wants you upstairs,” Harper said.
Reyes didn’t turn yet. “Sir?”
“Intel confirmed the language.”
Reyes exhaled slowly. 
“German?”
“Yeah.”
Reyes stood.
“Come on,” Harper said. “They may want your input.”


◆◆◆
The briefing room was packed.


Officers, analysts, and anonymous civilians in suits who had not been there the night before. A projection filled the far wall: maps, data streams, satellite recon stitched together into something resembling a global picture.
Red markers covered every continent.
Landing zones. Engagement sites.
Areas already lost.
A man in a dark suit was at the front of the room, speaking as Reyes and Harper entered to wait silently, both standing nearby at attention.
“…confirmed across multiple regions,” the man was saying. “Recovered units are consistent in design and composition. Armor technology is beyond current capabilities, but the physiology is… human.”
A low murmur moved through the room.
The man continued.
“Linguistics confirms the use of a Germanic language, closely related to modern German with some deviations consistent with long-term drift.”
Stunned silence.


“We believe the hostile force originates from an alternate version of Earth.”
Reyes felt the man glance at him.


Taking the initiative, Reyes stepped forward.
“He called it ‘Prime’ Earth,” he said.
The man nodded. “Yes… That term appears in intercepted communications.”
“And we’re… Beta Nine,” Reyes said.
“Correct.”


The man pressed a button on a handheld remote and gestured to the projection.


“Limited intelligence suggests prior incursions,” the man said. “The following footage is from an unknown source. We assume it was leaked intentionally by the enemy.”
The footage began to move.


A city skyline - familiar, but not quite.
The architecture was different in subtle ways.
Warships hung above it.
The image cut abruptly.
Soldiers moving through a rural area, civilians being herded into unfamiliar vehicles.


Another cut.
An industrial location.
Massive extraction operations tearing into the ground, with machinery unlike anything Reyes had ever seen.


He felt his stomach turn.
“Integrated,” he said quietly.
A voice from the other side of the room spoke up.
“So what’s the plan?”
The man hesitated.
“We have attempted communication,” he finally said. “There has been no response.”


Reyes thought of Richter. It is not personal.


“They’re not here to talk,” he said.


◆◆◆
The first broadcast went out at noon the following day.
Every remaining network carried it simultaneously. A government official appeared on screen.
“The United States is currently under attack by an unidentified hostile force,” he began. “We have reason to believe that these forces originate from beyond our world.”
Reyes watched from the operations room.


Say it, he thought.
“Intelligence suggests that these entities are, in fact, human.”
There it was. Actually, he was surprised they didn’t try to keep it a secret.
“Evidence suggests that they come from a parallel Earth,” the official continued. “One with a different history. One that has developed advanced capabilities, including interdimensional travel.”
The words sounded unreal.
But the proof was everywhere.
“Civilians are advised to remain indoors,” the official said. “All state and local law enforcement agencies and services are to continue operations to the best of their ability until further notice. We will not... "
Every screen in the room went black.
Then, slowly, the image returned.
But it wasn't official anymore.
The feed had been taken.
A different man appeared on screen.


He began to speak in German.
No translation.
“Get me goddamn subtitles,” a senior officer snapped.
“Working on it,” someone replied.


Reyes didn’t take his eyes off the screen.
Even without understanding the actual words, the tone of the message was clear.
your world has been selected for integration
The room was silent now.
resistance is not advised
The man’s expression did not change.
your governments will be dismantled
The English translation stuttered, corrected itself.
your infrastructure will be repurposed
Reyes thought of the enemy footage.
The unfamiliar machinery.
your population will be processed
A murmur rippled through the room.
“Processed?” Collins whispered from somewhere behind him.
compliance will reduce loss of life
The man paused.
thank you for your cooperation
Then all the screens went black again.


◆◆◆
In the months and years to follow, very few survivors of the colonization of Beta-9 would learn what factors made Earth Prime (EP) unique.
For instance, almost no one originating from Beta-9 would know that Albert Einstein - on Prime - would solve the elusive Theory of Everything way back in 1905, unlocking answers to unsolvable math equations that would give that dimension a huge advantage over countless other Earths. 
Or that the Axis Powers would win World War Two.


Or that dimensional travel would be invented in 1987 and they would begin colonizing other Earths in 1998.
Or that by 2075, EP scientists would solve time travel, which would allow The Germanic States of America to send warships in 2115 back to Beta-9 in 2030 - when they wouldn't have the capacity to defend themselves against a technologically superior foe.
Sergeant Reyes would eventually learn some of this.


However, like much of the resistance, he would soon be dead.


◆◆◆
That night, the ships began to move.


Reyes stood on the roof of the municipal building, watching them. They no longer looked distant.
They looked inevitable.
Behind him, the city burned.


In front of him, the sky was filled with something that had happened eight times before.


He thought about Richter.
About the way he had said it.
It is not personal.
Reyes exhaled slowly.
“No,” he said quietly to himself.
Above him, one of the ships began a slow descent toward the city center.
This wasn’t an invasion, he realized.


It was a process.
The ninth entry on a list that no one on his Earth ever knew existed.


Until now.
“Well,” he said to no one in particular, checking his combat gear and returning to the stairwell to find his fate. “Semper Fi, Hoo-rah… From my cold dead hands, motherfuckers.”
And so their ending began.
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INTERLUDE


Imagine a twilight world: silver-lit and dreaming,
where the moon reigns supreme and the sun is but a rumor.
Here is the myth that people told around whispering fires and polished stones.

The Hunger of Liruuna
Long ago, before time cracked and spilled its rhythm into the stars,
the sky was split between two great beings:
Siro, the Sun-Father, who burned with golden certainty.
And Liruuna, the Moon-Mother, pale and vast, whose face changed with every breath.
Siro believed in order.
He marched across the sky with a soldier’s heart,
demanding all things wake, grow, and die on schedule.


But Liruuna,
She dreamed.
She drifted.
She spoke in silences, in tides, in the soft blinking of owls.
In the beginning, they shared the sky.
Day and night, turn by turn.
Warmth and shadow in equal measure.
But Siro became arrogant.
He scorched the crops too long.
He cracked the rivers and blinded the sky-beasts.
He mocked her stillness, calling her a cold mirror with no fire of her own.
Liruuna said nothing.
But in her silence she swelled.
One dusk, when Siro sank beyond the horizon to sleep,
Liruuna opened her mouth and swallowed him.
Not all at once.
No, not the way Siro would have done it.
She devoured him slowly.
Letting him rise for a single day every few weeks,
Just long enough to remember what heat was.
Then cool the darkness again.
She reshaped herself in cycles.
Full when her hunger was vast.
Thin when her sorrow returned.
But always there.
Dreaming.
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THE PRICE


I had forgotten the scent of the dance club until it came back to me on my deathbed: cigarette smoke soaked into velvet curtains, sweat and perfume braided together, the faint ozone of old wiring and bad decisions. Eastern Europe, twenty years ago. A city whose name I rarely say aloud anymore, because saying it feels like a summoning.
I was twenty-five. 
I remember that clearly.
Young enough to believe that desire was destiny, that intensity meant truth.
She was older. Not old - never old - but older than me. I would have said forty at the time, maybe a little more. 
She moved through the crowd like she owned the air around her, dark hair pinned up, red mouth smiling, eyes that measured instead of admired.
And her beauty was devastating.
When she chose me, it felt like recognition.
As if she had been waiting for me my whole life.
We danced all night. Close, immediately. Her hand at the back of my neck, fingers firm, possessive. When she finally leaned in to speak, her voice slid into me like a secret laid bare.
“I want you inside me,” she said, as if I belonged there.
What followed that night always returns to me in fragments - heat, breath, the press of her body, the way she seemed endlessly hungry and yet perfectly controlled.
When I came, it felt like my soul left my body.
I remember thinking: This is what it means to be worshipped.
By morning, I would have followed her anywhere. 
I did, in fact. 
I married her.
Actually, I brought her home to America because she said she hated the way men looked at her in her homeland, because she needed only me, because she said true love should cost everything.
People never liked her much. They said she was cold. Demanding. That she isolated me. I defended her, always. She had high standards, that was all. She knew what we deserved. If she read my text messages, corrected my memories, told me who I was before her - I told myself that was the price of intimacy and I was willing to pay.
Whenever and however I wanted her, she never said no, and that has value.
That was our marriage, and I was happy.
When I got sick, she never cried. I admired that. 
Strength, I told myself. 
She always stuck by me and handled everything: the doctors, the money, the decisions. When the wasting began, when my body thinned and softened and betrayed me, she watched with that same measuring gaze I remembered from the club.
As if assessing a structure under stress.
She visited me every day in hospice. Always alone. Always immaculately dressed. Nurses of all genders flirted with her until they noticed the way she ignored them.
Mine, until the end.
I knew the exact day I was going to die. 
I could feel it in the slackening of my chest, the way time seemed to stretch thin. When she arrived, I asked her to close the door.
I didn’t want witnesses to catch us in the act.
Knowing what I wanted and what she needed, she locked it.
“A little privacy,” I said.
She smiled in acknowledgment. 
That same smile from twenty years ago.
“I want you to feel young again,” she whispered.
“I’d like that.”
She studied me for a long moment, as if I had passed some final test. She sat beside me on the bed, her hand caressing my thigh. I remember noticing her skin looked smoother than it used to. That her eyes seemed brighter, her teeth too white.
“I need to tell you what I am,” she said, feeling for me under my hospital gown.
“I know exactly what you are,” I replied, having figured it out years ago. “You’re my wife.”
With that, she paused. 
“I do love you.”
I felt myself becoming hard in her cold hands. 
“I know.”
My release came fast and overwhelming, eclipsing pain, memory, regret. For a moment - just a moment - I was twenty-five again, breathless and strong, chosen in a foreign land by a dark goddess.
When she unlocked the door and the nurses returned, they found a dried husk, withered and empty. 
On my face, however, they saw a husband content.
Days later at the gravesite, others would comment on my wife - how young she looked in mourning, how grief must agree with her.
One even joked that she could have been my daughter.


Somewhere on a dance floor far away, the music was again playing.
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HOMECOMING QUEEN
March 11, 1985


Dear Diary,
I almost didn’t bring you.
That probably sounds stupid, but I kept thinking maybe this trip could be… I don’t know, a reset? Like if I just acted like everything was fine, maybe it would be. Like how people say if you smile long enough, eventually it stops being fake.
Jack says I overthink things. He laughs when I ask him if we’re okay. Not in a mean way… just like it’s obvious that we are and I’m the only one making it complicated.
I wish I could see it that way. I really do.
It’s just… he feels far away sometimes. Even when he’s right next to me. Like he’s already somewhere else, thinking about something else, someone else maybe. I hate that I even think that. It makes me sound crazy.
I don’t want to be that girl.
I think that’s why this trip matters so much.
Two weeks. Just us. No college, no friends, no distractions. Just time to remember why we work. Because we do work. I know we do. We have to.
I keep picturing it: Walking somewhere beautiful, holding hands, laughing about how stressed we were for no reason. Like we’ll look back on this and it’ll feel small.
Maybe that’s all this is. Just a small thing that feels big right now.
I’m going to try not to ruin it like I ruin everything else.
I’m going to be better.


Love,
Judy

March 14, 1985


Dear Diary,
The flight was fine. Long, but fine. I thought I’d feel more… something. 
Excited, maybe.
But mostly I just felt tired.
Jack slept the whole way.
I kept watching him. That probably sounds weird. I don’t know. He just looks so peaceful when he’s asleep. Like nothing bothers him.
I wish I knew what that felt like.
Things were better when we landed. Not perfect, but better. He smiled more. He even held my hand while we waited for the bags. Just little things, but they felt important. Like maybe I was right about this trip.
The drive was supposed to be easy. Just a couple hours to the hotel.
Of course we got lost.
Well, not at first. The roads just started getting smaller. And then there were fewer signs. And then none. Jack said it was fine, that he knew where he was going, but he kept checking the map over and over.
I tried to help but I think that made it worse.
The car made a strange noise about twenty minutes later. A kind of rattling sound. Jack said it was probably nothing.
It wasn’t nothing.
It just… stopped.
Right in the middle of the road. More like the middle of nowhere. No other cars. No houses. Nothing.
Jack got really quiet at first. Then he got angry.
Not yelling, just… sharp. Like everything I said was the wrong thing.
I told him maybe we should stay with the car. He said we couldn’t just sit there and wait for something to happen.
We argued. Not a big one, but enough. The kind where you can feel something underneath it, something bigger that never actually gets said.
He said we’d have to walk.
There’s supposed to be a hotel not too far from here, he said. That’s what the map says. He’s sure of it.
I said okay.
I didn’t want to make things worse.
We’ve been walking for a while now. I’m writing this sitting on a rock while Jack tries to figure out which way we’re supposed to go.
He looks frustrated again. I’m going to put the book away.
I don’t want to give him another reason to be mad at me.


Love,
Judy

March 15?


Dear Diary,
Everything started to look the same after a while. Trees, rocks, more trees. I kept thinking we’d come out somewhere, like onto a road or a field or something, but it just kept going on and on.
Jack stopped talking to me after a while.
I tried a few times, just little things, but he didn’t answer.
I think he was concentrating. Or maybe just annoyed.
It started getting dark. Not night, just that gray kind of light where everything feels flat. I told him maybe we should turn back.
“Back where?” he snapped.
I didn’t say anything else after that.
I was starting to get scared. I had this feeling in the pit of my stomach that we should have found something by now.
And then we did!
There was a bright clearing up ahead. I saw the light first. Not electric light… softer. Like candles or a fireplace or something.
At first I thought it was someone’s house, but it wasn’t.
It was a village!
I know that sounds dumb, but that’s the only word I can think of to describe it. Not really a town, more like a bunch of log cabin houses placed in a big circle. It was like something out of a dream, tucked into the trees like it’s been there forever.
There were people outside. A lot of them.
They saw us right away.
I thought they’d be surprised, or cautious, or something, but they weren’t.
It was almost like they were expecting us.
One of the women came over first. She was… I don’t know how to describe her. Just beautiful, but not in a flashy way. Like everything about her was exactly the way it was supposed to be.
She took my hands like she already knew me.
She smiled and said something I didn’t understand. Then she switched to English. Her voice was soft and relaxing. “You must be tired,” she said.
I didn’t realize how much I needed to hear that until she said it.
Other people came over. Women, mostly. They kept looking at me, smiling, touching my arms, my shoulders. Not in a weird way. Just… friendly.
It felt nice.
No one looked at Jack the way they looked at me.
Someone brought us into the center. It’s just an open grass field but somehow it felt warmer. Everything here smells like wood and something sweet I can’t place.
They gave us food. I wasn’t that hungry, but I ate anyway. It was good.
They keep asking if I’m comfortable. If I need anything.
No one’s ever asked me that so many times before.
Jack thinks something’s off. He hasn’t said anything yet but I can tell. He keeps looking around like he’s trying to figure something out.
But I don’t know. Everyone has been so kind.
I feel… I don’t know.
Anyway… time to put the book away. I’m being rude.


Love,
Judy
P.S. Special... That’s it. I feel special.

March 16... I think


Dear Diary,
I slept better than I expected to. The bed was simple. Just a wooden frame and a thin mattress, but it felt… comfortable.
I don’t remember falling asleep.
I woke up before Jack.
For a second I didn’t know where I was. Everything looked different in the morning. Brighter. The whole village feels different in the daylight. Less like something we stumbled into and more like something that’s always been here.
People were already outside. I could hear them before I even opened the door. Talking, laughing.
It sounded… nice.
One of the women from last night was waiting for me.
I don’t know how long she’d been there.
She smiled the second she saw me, like she was happy I woke up. Like it mattered that I was awake. She took my hand again. I didn’t pull away this time.
She said something in her language and then laughed a little when I didn’t understand. Then she said, “Come,” and led me outside.
Everyone greeted me.
Not all at once, not in a big way. Just little things. Smiles. Nods. A hand on my shoulder as they passed by. Happy to see me. It’s strange. I don’t even know these people, but it doesn’t feel like it.
Jack came out a little later.
Everything changed when he did.
Not with them. With him.
He looked around like he didn’t trust any of it. Like he was waiting for something to go wrong. He asked me if I slept okay, but it didn’t feel like he really cared about my answer.
He started asking them questions. About where we were, how far the nearest road was, if anyone could take us back. They just smiled and answered in that calm way they do. One of the men said they would help us leave after the festival was over at the end of the week.
Jack didn’t like that.
He pulled me aside and told me something wasn’t right here. That people don’t just act like this. That we should leave now, while we still can.
I asked him where we would go.
He didn’t have an answer. He said I was being naïve.
I said he was being rude. After all, we just got here.
Everyone has been nothing but kind to us.
Especially to me.
I don’t understand why that bothers him so much.
Why can't he just relax? It’s like he always wants something to be wrong.
Here, everything feels safe.
They asked if we would stay until the end of the week.
Jack hesitated.
I said yes.


Love,
Judy

March ???


Dear Diary,
I didn’t mean to stay out as long as I did.
I kept telling myself I would go find Jack, but every time I thought about it, someone would come over and start talking to me. Or laughing with me. Or asking me to help out with something small.
I didn’t want to be rude.
One of the women… her name is “Inga,” I think… she brought me a gift this morning.
A dress.
She said it was just for me.
I tried to tell her I didn’t need it, that I already had clothes, but she just smiled and shook her head like I didn’t understand. Or she didn’t understand.
It’s simple but beautiful. White, soft fabric, a little longer than anything I usually wear. There’s stitching along the sleeves and pretty little patterns I don’t recognize.
She helped me put it on.
That probably sounds strange, but it didn’t feel strange at all.
It felt… really nice.
Other women came in while she was helping me. They were all talking at once in their language, smiling, touching the fabric, adjusting things. It felt like I imagine a bride might feel on her wedding day, or homecoming queen at prom.
One of them started fixing my hair without asking. I almost said something.
But I didn’t. I just let her.
They kept looking at me like they were proud of me or something. Like I’d done something good.
When I stepped outside, everyone noticed.
Not in a loud way. Just… quietly. Heads turning. Smiles.
I don’t know how to explain it. It felt like I was important.
Like I mattered.
I spent most of the day in the center of the village. There’s always something happening there. Music sometimes, or people working on things together like arts and crafts or cooking.
No one ever seems rushed. No one seems distracted.
When they talk to you, they really talk to you.
I forgot what that felt like.
Of course… Jack didn’t like the dress.
He didn’t say it exactly, but I could tell. He asked why I was wearing it. I said they gave it to me. He said that wasn’t an answer.
I don’t understand him.
He said I was “getting too comfortable.”
I asked him what that was supposed to mean. He just shook his head.
I don’t think he likes how they treat me. I don’t know why.
They just… see me.
Lately, I keep thinking about high school.
Not in a sad way. Just remembering little things.
Girls like me never got noticed like this.
I used to wonder what that felt like. I think I know now.
It’s not like I thought it would be.
It’s better.


Love Always,
Judy

March 19, 1985 (I think)


Something strange happened today.
I keep trying to think of a better word than “strange,” but nothing else really fits. Not bad, exactly. Well, I don’t know. There was some kind of gathering this afternoon. Not like yesterday. This was… quieter. More focused.
Everyone stood in a circle again, but this time no one was talking. I didn’t know why we were watching at first.
There was an old man in the center. I’ve seen him around, I think. He always smiled at me. He didn’t look afraid.
Two of the other men were standing with him. They were holding his arms, but not like they were forcing him. More like they were helping him stand up.
Someone said something in their language. Everyone bowed their heads for a moment.
I did too. It felt like I was supposed to.
When I looked up again, the man was still smiling.
And then…
I don’t know.
He stepped forward. Or maybe they guided him. I couldn’t really tell.
There was this… sound.
It was weird.
No one screamed. No one ran.
Some of them were crying, but not like something terrible had happened. It was different. Like they were happy for him.
I felt a little sick for a second.
I looked for Jack, but I couldn’t see him anywhere.
No one seemed concerned that I didn’t understand.
Like it wasn’t meant to be frightening.
One of the women came over and smiled and touched my arm. The gentle way they always do. She said something to me. I didn’t catch all of it, but I think she said, “It’s all right.”
And I believed her.
I don’t know why.
Jack found me later. He asked me if I saw it happen.
I said yes.
He asked me what I thought.
For some reason I didn’t answer him. He said we need to leave.
“This isn’t normal,” he said. “Something is very wrong here.”
I told him he doesn’t understand them. I don’t think he liked that.
He kept saying I was ignoring what was right in front of me.
Maybe I am.
I just don’t think he understands. 
Everyone here has been so kind.
There has to be a reason.
There always is.


Judy

March 20?


Dear Diary,
I couldn’t sleep last night.
I kept thinking about the man. About the way everyone reacted.
I thought it would bother me more than it does.
Jack hasn’t really talked to me since. He keeps looking at me like he expects me to suddenly agree with him. I don’t want to fight anymore. It’s exhausting.
Everyone else here feels so… easy.
I didn’t realize how tired I was until I got here.
Anyway, I must have fallen asleep for a little while because when I opened my eyes again, the room was dark.
Jack wasn’t there.
I don’t know why I went looking for him. I told myself I was just going to check.
Maybe I just knew.
I saw them before they saw me.
He was with one of the girls. One of the younger ones. The one who keeps watching him during the day. They weren’t talking.
She took his hand.
And he let her.
I thought I would feel something bigger. Like anger, maybe. Or sadness.
But I didn’t.
It was more like… something settling inside me.
I could have said something. I could have called out to him.
Instead I just watched as they walked away together into the dark.
I don’t know how long I stood there. Long enough to feel cold.
When I came back inside, no one asked where I had been.
One of the women smiled as I walked past, like she knew.
I think I understand now.
Some people don’t see you, no matter how much you try.
And some people just do. 
They don’t need to be convinced.
I don’t think I’m going to say anything to Jack.
I don’t see the point.


Love,
Judy

Dear Diary,


I don’t know what day it is.
Everything feels… different tonight.
There was a big dinner. A celebration, I think. Everyone was there.
More people than I’ve seen at once since we arrived.
They brought me to the center again.
Not just me. There were others, but it felt like… like I was important somehow.
They gave me something to drink.
Tea, I think. It tasted sweet at first. Then bitter.
I didn’t want to be rude, so I drank it.
After that… things started to feel strange.
All the straight lines around me started to wiggle and vibrate.
The air felt thicker, like I was trying to swim through jelly. I could taste the jelly too.
All the colors looked brighter. So bright that it hurt my eyes to look at them.
Everything felt slower. Or faster. No… both at the same time.
I felt like my body had become a cold mist that could slip through the cracks in the world and die.
Then someone was holding my hand.
I don’t remember when that started, but it saved me.
There was music. I think there was music. It didn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard before, but it felt familiar. Like I already knew it somehow.
I remember laughing. I don’t remember why. I just remember that it all suddenly felt good. Better than anything I had felt in a long time.
Maybe ever.
At some point, I started to feel like everyone was watching me again.
But it didn’t feel uncomfortable. It felt right.
Like this had always been waiting for me.
Someone brought me food.
I don’t remember what it was. Just that it was warm.
They fed it to me.
I just opened my mouth.
I don’t know how to describe it.
But it was exactly what I needed. Like it was made for me.
People were smiling. Some of them were crying, but like before… not sad. Something else. Something bigger.
I felt like I was part of all of it.
Like I wasn’t separate anymore. Like whatever they were all feeling, I was feeling it too.
I felt love.
True and pure.
I don’t remember when I fell down. 
I just remember the sky spinning above me.
And hands.
So many hands.
Holding me. Lifting me. 
Not letting me fall.
I think I saw Jack, somewhere far away.
I remember that girl holding his hand again, leading him onto a stage.
I remember them kissing, and everyone cheering.
And then the stage was on fire.
But it didn’t feel important.
Nothing outside of this love felt important.
Only this.
I don’t know how long it lasted. I don’t know when it ended.
I think I slept… but I don’t ever want to sleep.
I don’t want this feeling to ever stop.


Now & Forever,
Judy

DearEST Diary,


I’m not sure how long it’s been.
It doesn’t really matter anymore.
Things are different now.
Clearer.
I remember parts of that night. 
Not everything. 
Just pieces.
The feeling stayed with me longer than I thought it would.
They’ve all been taking very good care of me. 
Better than anyone ever has.
I don’t have to worry about anything anymore. 
Not what to say, not how to act, not whether I’m doing the wrong thing.
There is no wrong thing here.
Everything has a purpose.
Everything here makes sense, once you stop fighting it.
I think that’s what Jack never understood.
I haven’t seen him since that night. No one has mentioned him. I suppose that means he’s gone.
That’s probably for the best.
Some people just aren’t meant to stay.
I was.
They told me I was special. I didn’t believe them at first.
I do now.
I can feel it in the way they look at me. In the way they speak to me. In the way they listen.
They listen to everything I say.
They write things down for me sometimes.
Isn’t that funny?
I used to write everything down myself.
I don’t need to anymore. 
There are people who do that for me now.
People who take care of things for me.
It’s easier this way… Better.
They told me there was a price.
Everything meaningful has one.
It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would.
They were very gentle.
They always are.
I remember the smell… it was familiar.
That’s the weird part. It tasted familiar too.
It makes sense.
Everything here does.
You might notice that my handwriting looks different.
That’s because I don’t have hands anymore.
Isn’t that funny?
I thought it would bother me.
It doesn’t.
I don’t need them.
I have people who take care of everything for me.
Anything I want. 
Anything I need.
And they listen.
They always listen.
I’ve never felt so loved.
I used to think something was wrong with me.
I know now that I just wasn’t in the right place.
I am now.


I’m not going anywhere.
Why would I?


Love,
Queen Judy
Seed Daughter of the Equinox*
[*Dutch Translation]
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A FAIRY TALE


Once upon a time, Mirora and Cuzzo fell in love.
They had known each other since they were young, growing side by side in the shaded groves where their people made their homes. Affection had come easily to them, as it did to most. There was no shame in closeness, no secrecy in touch. Such things were natural, encouraged even.
But there were boundaries.
The creation of life, after all, was sacred.
And so, when they decided they were ready to take the next step - to bind themselves together in love and permanence - they understood what was required of them.
Commitment.
Permission.
Approval.
Honor demanded that Mirora present herself before Cuzzo’s father and ask, properly, for his son’s hand in matrimony.
It was not a request that could be made lightly. Cuzzo’s father was a respected figure. A proven warrior. A guardian of tradition. His blessing carried weight not only within his family, but among the community at large.
Mirora prepared herself accordingly.
She bathed and fasted. She adorned herself in the silks of her family line, each strand placed with deliberate care, artfully arranged to display both grace and readiness.
Cuzzo watched her in quiet admiration.
“You do not have to do this,” he said softly.
Mirora turned toward him. “I do,” she replied. “If I am to take you as mine, I must earn that right.”
He hesitated, then nodded.
“As it has always been,” he said.
“As it has always been,” she agreed.


◆◆◆
The gathering of both families was held at dusk.
Their people assembled in a wide circle, forming a living boundary around the ceremonial ground. There was no need for walls. Tradition itself held everything in place.
Cuzzo stood among his family, still and attentive.
At the center of the circle, his father waited.
He was larger than Mirora, his presence commanding. His gaze moved over her as she approached, measuring, not unkindly.
She stopped at the edge and lowered herself.
“I come before you with respect,” she said. “To ask for your son to be mine, that we may be forever joined in union.”
A murmur passed through those gathered.
The father inclined his head. “You understand what is required?”
“I do.”
“And you accept the terms?”
“I accept,” she said.
There was no further discussion.
There never was.
She entered the circle.


◆◆◆
At first, their movements were cautious.
They circled one another, adjusting distance, testing presence. Mirora shifted her weight across the ground, her six limbs placing themselves with careful precision. Cuzzo’s father mirrored her, his body low, balanced, holding patient.
Then… a sudden advance.
Too fast to follow cleanly with human eyes.
Mirora reacted on instinct, pivoting, bending in a way that seemed almost unnatural for her arachnid form as she avoided the initial strike.
There was contact - a brief, sharp connection - then separation.
The gathered watched in silence.
The rhythm changed as speed replaced caution.
Their limbs - affixed with ceremonial razor-sharp blades made of cured carapace - met again and again, not as hands might, but something more frenzied and precise. Multiple points of contact lashed out from both, striking, withdrawing, returning, and repeating. Mirora felt his earned strength behind each movement, the deliberate force of experience pressing against her. She countered where she could, and bled when she could not.
Something thin and glistening caught the light between them - drawn tight, severed, then replaced again in an instant. The webbing clung where it landed, binding, slowing, forcing reaction.
The father pressed onward.
Relentless.
Mirora staggered once, then recovered, shifting her weight, her abdomen touching the ground. Her breathing came faster now. The world through her many eyes had narrowed to motion and instinct.
She saw him not as Cuzzo’s father, but as an enemy to be torn apart and eaten.
However, despite her love, she was just not quick enough.
His father’s form expanded in her vision - too many points moving at once, too many surfaces reflecting in the dimming light. His eyes caught what little brightness remained, holding her fast, multiplying his grip.
Her body resisted. Something gave.
A crunching sensation. 
Warmth spreading where it should not.
She faltered.
No one moved or spoke.
He drove forward with certainty, pressing Mirora back, her movements slowing, her responses becoming less precise. She felt the strength leaving her, felt the inevitability of failure and death.
This, too, was understood.
He closed in for the final strike.
Paused.
His gaze shifted.
Past her.
To his son.
Cuzzo did not speak or move.
But something passed between them all the same.
The father returned his attention to Mirora.
And in that instant, something changed.
A slight adjustment.
Mirora did not hesitate.
Everything she had left carried into a single, decisive action. Contact. Pressure. A final, irreversible break.
The father’s body stilled, then collapsed.
As was expected.


◆◆◆
For a moment, there was only silence.
Then, the sounds of collective approval.
A low murmur at first, then rising, spreading through the gathering as they moved forward, shrinking the circle.
Mirora remained where she was, steadying herself.
Cuzzo came to her first, as was customary.
“You did well,” he said, sans emotion.
She looked past him, to where his father lay.
“He was strong.”
“He was,” Cuzzo said. There was no sorrow in his voice. Only acknowledgment. “He honored us both.”
Others gathered around the fallen figure.
Not in grief, but in reverence of his sacrifice.
The honored practice of turning his body into ceremonial weapons had already begun.
Next to approach Mirora was Cuzzo’s mother, the matriarch.
She was massive. Twice the size of her fallen mate, three times larger than Mirora.
“You may have my son,” she proclaimed, as was custom.
Mirora was lifted gently by members of both family clusters, supported as she was guided toward the center once more.
Voices rose. 
Not in mourning, but in celebration.
Cuzzo stood beside her.
No longer separate, but as one.


◆◆◆
That night, their union in the creche was officially recognized.
Their names were spoken in the motions and vibrations that had evolved over time into their language, bound in the presence of all who had witnessed their joining.
There was no question of its validity.
Everything had been rightfully honored.
And so, with tradition upheld and their love proven both fair and true, Mirora and Cuzzo lived happily ever after.
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BOTTOM OF THE 9TH


The first reports were dismissed.
A miscalculation, they said. A rounding error buried somewhere in the nonstop machinery of observation and prediction. The kind of mistake that corrected itself once enough eyes were on it.
It didn’t correct itself.
Within hours, observatories across the world confirmed the same impossible conclusion: the Moon’s orbit had shifted dramatically.
It was coming closer.
No one could agree on when the change had begun. There were arguments about whether it had always been happening but too slowly to notice, or if something had altered its course in an instant. An uncharted collision. Or an unseen force. Something no one could explain because there had never been any reason to.
However, there was one thing they all agreed on.
Nine days.
Not “impact possible.” Not “trajectory uncertain.”
Nine days until contact.
Governments held briefings. Scientists spoke in measured tones that unraveled under repetition. Words like gravitational destabilization and tidal amplification found their way into every broadcast, clinging to the illusion that naming things made anything more manageable.
The oceans were the first to react.
Tides rose higher than they should have, then higher still, climbing coastlines in slow, deliberate advances that swallowed entire neighborhoods with a patience that felt intentional. Shorelines blurred and disappeared. Cities like New York and London that had stood for centuries began to vanish in a matter of days.
The ground followed.
Fault lines, long dormant, woke like something disturbed in its sleep. Tremors spread inland, at first gentle enough to ignore, then violent enough to remind everyone that the planet itself was no longer steady beneath their feet. The entire West Coast of the United States broke off from the continental shelf on the afternoon of Day Five.
And all the animals knew.
Driven by instinct, birds abandoned the sky in erratic swarms. Dogs around the world howled at nothing. Entire migrations shifted overnight, patterns breaking apart as if guided by a signal no human could perceive.
And above it all, unchanged to the naked eye - at least first - the Moon hung where it always had.
By the third day, no one was calling it a mistake anymore.
By the fifth, people stopped asking if something could be done.
By the seventh, most had decided how they would spend whatever time was left.
Some gathered with family. Some prayed. Some even looted.
But some went back to work as if the world was not ending.


◆◆◆
Joe waited patiently as the landline rang.
He didn’t pace. Didn’t check the wall-mounted television in the corner of his office, where a panel of experts was arguing over a map that no longer mattered. He just sat still, one hand flipping through his roster book, the other holding the receiver to his ear.
On the tenth ring, someone finally picked up.
“Who is this?”
“Frank,” he said. “It’s Joe.”
A pause. Not long. Just enough to register recognition.
“Are you watching TV? See what just happened to California?” Frank asked.
Joe glanced at the television. The image had changed. 
Bigger font. Same story.
“Yeah,” Joe said. “I’m watching.”
“What do you want?”
Joe shifted his weight slightly, the office chair creaking under him. Outside, somewhere beyond the walls of the stadium, an emergency siren wailed.
“We’ve still got a game to play,” Joe said.
Silence on the other end.
“…What?”
“Last one of the season. Tuesday. Make-up game from April,” Joe continued, calm. “You coming in?”
A short, disbelieving laugh cracked through the line.
“Are you serious right now?”
Joe didn’t answer that.
“We’ve got one game left,” he said instead. “Season’s not over until it’s over.”
“Joe,” Frank said, slower now, like he was choosing each word carefully. “They’re evacuating parts of the lakefront here. Half my guys are trying to get their families out of Wisconsin.”
“I understand that.”
“No, I don’t think you do,” Frank snapped. “They’re saying four days left. Four. Yankee Stadium is under water. You think anybody gives a shit about a baseball game right now?”
Joe’s grip on the receiver tightened just a fraction.
“I do.”
On the other end, the manager of the Milwaukee Brewers exhaled hard, like he’d just been handed something heavy.
“You can’t be serious,” Frank said again, but softer this time.
Joe looked out his office window at Wrigley Field, home of the Chicago Cubs. The grounds crew was half-staffed but still working. Baselines were still being chalked.
Same as always.
“We’re opening the gates early, at noon,” Joe said. “First pitch is 7:10.”
Another long pause.
“You’re really doing this?”
“Absolutely.”
Frank let out a quiet, humorless chuckle. “You’re out of your mind.”
“Yeah. Probably.”
More silence.
Then:
“You got umpires?”
“Working on it.”
“Broadcast?”
“They’ll show if they show.”
Frank sighed. Joe could hear the fatigue and disbelief… and something else slowly creeping in.
Purpose.
“I’ll do my best.”
Joe nodded, though the other man couldn’t see it.
“If you don’t bring nine, you forfeit.”
Frank didn’t respond right away. When he did, his voice had changed for the better.
“You always were a stubborn son of a bitch.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ll call you right back,” Frank said, energized.
Joe lowered the receiver slowly, setting it in place with care.
For a moment, he sat alone in the quiet.
Then he stood, straightened out the papers on his desk - his lineup card for Tuesday already filled out - and left his office for the stadium tunnel.
Outside, the sirens didn’t stop.


◆◆◆
Tuesday morning came quickly.
Joe was at the park before sunrise.
He stepped out onto the field alone, hands in his jacket pockets, and looked up. The Moon was there, faint in the daylight, but much larger than usual.
Joe nodded once, as if acknowledging it, then looked back down at the diamond.
The chalk lines were uneven. The first-base line drifted just a little wide halfway down, like the man who’d dragged it had lost focus. Joe walked over, crouched, and ran his finger along the edge.
“Morning, skip.”
Joe turned.
The grounds crew chief stood near the dugout, cap pulled low.
“You’re short,” Joe said.
The man gave a half-shrug. “We’re all short.”
Joe nodded.
“Do what you can.”
They always did.


◆◆◆
At 12:15, the gates opened to the public.
At first, no one came.
Then a few scattered figures, drifting in like they weren’t entirely sure where they were. An older couple sat behind home plate. One man hopped the fence and wandered down the third-base line, hands in his pockets, looking at the field like he’d never seen it before. No one bothered to stop him. 
He grabbed a handful of dirt and then went back to his seat.
Joe stood near the dugout rail, watching.
Slowly, they started trickling in.
People who had heard something. Or needed somewhere to go. Or wanted to do something other than look at the sky. By two o’clock, there were maybe a few hundred.
Joe didn’t keep count.
He had other things to do.


◆◆◆
Joe walked past the broadcast truck and caught a fragment of conversation through the open door. A single technician all by himself, doing three jobs.
“…we’re missing two cameras. Not operators, actual cameras. I don’t know what you… ”
A pause. He was talking on the phone.
“We have play-by-play, but no color commentator.”
Another pause.
“Yeah, the feed is live...”
Joe kept walking.
He sounded busy.


◆◆◆
Frank arrived just after three. No team bus.
Just handfuls of players carpooling in twos and threes, carrying their own gear.
Joe met him near the dugout. Like everyone else, he looked tired.
“How many you got?” Joe asked.
“I counted eleven,” he said. “Thirteen if you count the kid we pulled out of Triple-A on the way… and the Ball Boy.”
Joe nodded.
“Enough to start.”
Frank looked up at the Moon, faint but present above the skyline. You could see the craters easily without a telescope.
“We’re actually doing this,” he said.
Joe had already walked off.


◆◆◆
It was just after four o’clock when the first surprise showed up. A group of four men, moving together but not making a scene. Joe recognized them all immediately, major leaguers from across town.
Chicago White Sox players.
Not wearing uniforms, but each one had a rolling suitcase. One of them stepped forward.
“You need bodies?” he asked.
Joe looked at him. Then at the others.
“How many you got?” he said.
“Five,” the vocal one replied. “Last one’s still in the parking lot.”
Joe nodded.
“Report to the clubhouse,” he said. “We’ll figure it out.”


◆◆◆
By five o’clock, the biggest problem was obvious.
Even with the cross-town volunteers, they still didn’t have enough.
Joe stood on the top step of the dugout, looking out behind home plate.
There were more people now. A thousand, maybe. Hard to tell.
“Hey,” he called out, waving his arms. “Everyone… Come closer.”
His voice didn’t carry enough at first. Then people started turning. Pointing. Quieting each other. They all started moving, a handful at a time.
“Hey,” he said again, louder. “Did anybody play baseball in college?”
Silence.
Then a high-pitched voice from the third row.
“High school?”
A few laughs from the crowd.
Joe pointed toward the opposite dugout.
“See that bald guy?” he said. “That’s our equipment manager. Follow him. He’ll get you a uniform.”
After that, a dozen wiggling hands shot up like a classroom full of eager kids.
By five-thirty, they had what they needed.


◆◆◆
By the time the sun started to drop, both teams were ready.
Joe walked toward home plate with his modified lineup card in hand. Frank and only two umpires waited there, all three smiling ear-to-ear. They shook hands and wished each other well like it was any other game.
The Moon was fully visible now, imposing against the fading light.
None of them looked at it.
“Let’s play,” Joe said.


◆◆◆
By the time they reached the end of the game, no one was properly keeping score. 
At one point, the inning had reset. At another, the outs had disappeared entirely before returning a few pitches later. By the eighth inning, the big Jumbotron screen in center field turned off like a thousand candles blowing out.
No one seemed to care.
With two outs in the ninth and bases loaded, the Cubs were losing to the Brewers, 12–9.
It was not a normal game by any stretch. That much was obvious to anyone who had been there from the beginning - and to the tens of thousands who continued to migrate to Wrigley as the game progressed, filling almost every available seat.
Both rosters had dissolved by the third inning.
Men rotated in and out without announcement. Some stayed for an at-bat, or an inning. Some simply wandered back into the stands when they were done, disappearing into the crowd as if they had never been there at all.
A teenager struck out looking in the seventh, then asked for a selfie with the catcher before jogging off the field.
At one point, both teams occupied the field on defense at the same time until Joe and Frank sorted them out with a few quiet gestures.
The lone voice calling the game in the broadcast booth did his best speaking for two, describing the action and also talking reverently about history and legacy.
Of course, there were a few awkward silences.
And the camera occasionally drifted from the action.
Still, with bumps and all, the local feed was shared with several national networks and was watched live by millions of people looking for a temporary distraction.
For a little while, it gave the world something else to think about.


◆◆◆
Ninth inning. Bases loaded.
One swing away from nothing.
One swing away from everything.
Joe exhaled slowly.
“Give me a bat,” he said.
Someone handed it to him without question. Joe took it, tested the weight in his hands.
Close enough.
He stepped out of the dugout and onto the field.
There was no announcement.
But the crowd felt it.
A ripple. Heads turning, voices lowering, then rising again as recognition spread.
He walked to the plate like he had done it a thousand times before.
Because he had.
Sixty-five years old, retired from the game for almost a quarter century. A former All-Star and league MVP.
He stepped into the batter’s box. 
Dirt uneven beneath his feet. Chalk scuffed and half-erased.
He tapped the plate once.
Looked up.
Not at the pitcher.
Up at the Moon.
Closer now than it had any right to be.
He held the bat in one hand.
And then… He pointed at it.
A murmur moved through the crowd.
Recognition of a famous callback in baseball history, a kind of bookend moment in time.
Joe set his stance.
The stadium went quiet.
The pitcher came set.
He threw.
Joe swung.
And the game ended.
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PRETTY GIRL


You’re not gonna believe this, but I’m gonna tell it anyway.
When I was a child, I met the Grim Reaper.
First of all, “he” is a she.
Honest to God. 
I swear to Jesus and all His angels.
And she ain’t no red demon or bag of bones or some lady holding a sickle, no sir.
Miss Grim… is a dog.
A Yorkie.
About yay big. Could’ve fit in one hand, barely five pounds soaking wet. Looked just like that dog from The Wizard of Oz, always trotting along like she belonged wherever she happened to be.
Didn’t have no collar. Didn’t have no owner.
She just… showed up one day.
Went from house to house, porch to porch, like the whole town was hers. 
Everybody called her “Pretty Girl.”
Because that’s exactly what she was.
And because when she looked at you - really looked - you’d hear it.
Not out loud.
In your head, creepy-like.
Pretty girl.
I don’t know how she did it. I just know what happened after.
If you touched her…
Even just a little bit…
You were gonna die.


◆◆◆
First one was Old Wilma.
Lived down the street from us in a narrow house with a cellar she never finished. Always complaining about her knees, always walking real careful.
That dog got in one afternoon, nobody knew how. Just slipped right past her like she’d done it a hundred times before.
Mama said she’d been standing at the top of the basement stairs when she felt something brush against her ankle.
Looked down.
There she was.
Wilma laughed. Said, “Well ain’t you a pretty girl.”
Bent a little, just to give her a pat.
Foot slipped.
They said she tumbled all the way down, hit hard at the bottom.
Broke her neck clean.
Whole town called it an accident. That’s all it was, they said.
I knew better.


◆◆◆
Next was Mister Jones.
Owned the hardware store on Main. Big man, always sweating, always fixing something.
Had his ladder propped up outside one morning, working on the sign that kept coming loose. I was across the street with Mama when I saw her.
That dog.
She walked right up and sat at the base of that ladder.
Didn’t bark. Didn’t move.
Just sat there, looking up at him.
Mister Jones spotted her after a minute. Wiped his hands on his jeans and laughed.
“Hey there, pretty girl.”
Climbed down.
I remember that part clear as anything. The way he took his time, real careful, one rung at a time. Got to the bottom, all safe like.
Reached out and gave her a quick pat on the head.
His foot slipped off the last rung.
Back of his head hit the curb with a sound I still hear when it’s quiet at night.
Dead before he stopped wiggling.
Folks said he wasn’t careful.
That ladder was old. Things happen.
After that, people started noticing.
Not saying it out loud.
But noticing.


◆◆◆
Janice was the one that made it feel wrong.
She lived alone with all them cats. House always smelled like kitty litter and something sour.
That dog showed up one afternoon, chasing one of the strays across her yard. Janice thought it was the cutest thing she’d ever did see.
Let her right in.
Neighbors said later they heard her laughing.
Talking to it.
“Come here, pretty girl…”
They found her that evening.
In the bathtub.
Radio knocked in with her.
Nobody saw exactly what happened.
But everyone knew the dog had been there.


◆◆◆
By then, folks had started to whisper.
Keep your distance. Don’t let it in.
Don’t touch it.
The Robertsons didn’t listen.
Family of five. Good people. Church every Sunday.
Their little girl found the dog out by the road and begged to take it to the vet.
Said it was walking funny. Looked like it didn’t belong to nobody.
Parents gave in. Put it in the car.
Whole family inside.
That little dog sitting in the back seat like she owned the place.
They never made it ten miles.
Truck crossed the line.
Head-on collision.
Killed every one of them.
Except two.
The dog.
And me.
I wasn’t in the car.
But I had been there earlier that day.
That little girl tried to hand me the dog, said I should hold her while they got things ready.
I backed off.
Said I couldn’t.
Allergies.
Truth was, I didn’t like the way that dog looked at me.
Like she knew something.
I never touched her. Not once.
That’s when I understood.
Everyone who touched that dog…
They died.
Didn’t matter how.
Didn’t matter when.


◆◆◆
I left town not long after.
Lived my whole life real careful.
Told myself I’d gotten away from it.
Maybe it had been a run of bad luck. Maybe I was just a scared kid making mountains out of molehills. Funny the things you can convince yourself of, given enough time.
I’m an old man now.
Live up in the city. Little apartment. Third floor. Fire escape right outside my window.
Don’t get any visitors. Don’t need ‘em.
Been quiet a long time.
Too quiet, maybe.


◆◆◆
She came back tonight.
I knew her the second I saw her.
Sitting out there on the metal grating like she’d been there all along.
Same size.
Same eyes.
Been fifty years now, give or take.
She ain’t scratching at the window.
Just sitting there.
Looking at me.
Waiting.
I ain’t allergic no more.
Doctor said that cleared up years ago.
Ain’t that something.
I can hear her voice now. Just like before.
Pretty girl.
Still creepy-like.
I’m coming. 
Just… just hold on.
I’ll open the window.
I’ll be good to you… I promise.
Just… don’t make it hurt.
You can lay right here. Right here in my lap.
I was just talking before about that Grim Reaper nonsense. Didn’t mean nothing by it.
You’re still a pretty girl.
Yes, you are.
Prettiest girl I ever did see.
Don’t cut me with the glass, Pretty Girl.
Don’t make me fall.
I don’t want to die like that.
So pretty.
That’s a good girl, sit right here.
Okay, I’m ready.
Lord Jesus, I’m scared.
I’m scared now, Pretty Girl.
I’m so scared.
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SICK DAY


Muhammad spent most of his day in the walls.
Not metaphorically. Literally.
By mid-morning he had already removed two ceiling panels on the 91st floor, crawled half his body into a narrow service gap, and replaced a faulty sensor that had been triggering false fire alarms for three days straight.
He preferred the spaces no one thought about. The hum of wiring. The steady warmth of the building breathing around him. It made sense in a way people didn’t.
Above him, somewhere far past concrete and steel and insulation, the upper floors carried on as usual. Meetings. Phones. Laughter, sometimes. The quiet, dull rhythm of regular people making a living.
Muhammad tightened the last screw, slid the panel back into place, and pressed it flat with his palm.
The alarm stopped.
He waited a second anyway, just to be sure.
Nothing.
Good.
The hallway on 91 was crowded.
Most people didn’t notice him when he was there. Fewer noticed when he wasn’t.
That was fine with him.


◆◆◆
By the time he left, the sky had already started to dim.
The Twin Towers rose behind him, identical and immense, their glass catching what little light remained.
The signage in the middle of the plaza read Soviet Trade Center in clean, uniform lettering.
Most people - not tourists, the workers - didn’t look up anymore.
Muhammad always did, once every shift.
He was proud to work there.


◆◆◆
The club was already loud when he arrived.
Music spilled out into the street, thick with bass and laughter. A red banner hung above the entrance, stretched slightly crooked, the hammer and sickle emblem printed in bold white against the fabric. Someone had obviously tried to straighten it and given up halfway through.
Inside, the air was warm and crowded.
“Hey! There he is!”
Arman pushed through the bodies, already smiling, a little flushed. He grabbed Muhammad by the shoulders and pulled him into a quick embrace.
“You made it,” Arman said. “I thought you were going to cancel.”
“I said I’d come,” Muhammad replied.
Arman laughed. “Yeah, but you always say that.”
He stepped back, holding up a glass.
“To my advancement,” he said, half-joking. “The Party finally realized I exist.”
Muhammad nodded once. “Congratulations.”
“Don’t sound too excited.”
“I’m excited.”
Arman squinted at him, then grinned. “I’ll be back. Get yourself a drink.”
He watched Arman move through the crowd, shaking hands, accepting congratulations.
There were people from the STC, from the neighborhood, from places Muhammad didn’t recognize. Some still in work clothes, others dressed to impress. Conversations overlapped, collided, dissolved. Laughter - genuine or not - seemed to come easily to most.
Someone in a corner started a rally chant and a few others joined in before it lost momentum. Hanging off a table near them was a plastic banner that read: “2025 American Communist Leadership - Local Manhattan Chapter,” with a photo of Arman and the New York Soviet Chairman smiling and shaking hands. 
Muhammad got himself a beer and stayed near the edge of the room, watching people celebrate in silence.
Better safe than sorry.
He didn’t want to say the wrong thing.


◆◆◆
It was near the bathroom hallway that Joshua found him.
“Muhammad.”
His friend and co-worker didn’t look like he was there to celebrate. His expression wasn’t tense, exactly. Just… distracted.
“You stepped out,” Muhammad said.
“For a cigarette,” he replied.
For a moment, neither of them spoke.
Then Joshua said, quietly:
“Are you working tomorrow?”
Muhammad frowned slightly. “Yeah.”
Joshua glanced toward the hallway entrance, then back again.
“Don’t go,” he said.
Muhammad blinked. “What?”
“Take a sick day,” Joshua said. “Or call out… Doesn’t matter.”
Muhammad studied him. “You gonna explain that?”
“Just trust me,” he said, sternly.
“You’re being weird.”
“I know.”
A pause.
Then Joshua added, before walking off:
“Just don’t go in tomorrow.”


◆◆◆
Muhammad woke the next morning at 6:12 a.m.
He didn’t set an alarm. His body was used to it.
For a moment, he lay still, staring at the ceiling, listening for the familiar sequence of sounds that usually followed - pipes shifting in the walls, a neighbor’s door closing, the distant hum of the city already in motion.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there, elbows on his knees.
Work.
Then the thought came.
Don’t go.
He moved through his morning routine without thinking. Shower. Coffee. A quick glance at the clock above the stove.
6:47.
He should have been getting dressed.
Instead, he stood there in the kitchen, barefoot, staring at nothing in particular.
Take a sick day, Joshua had said.
At 7:05, he picked up his phone and scrolled through his contacts.
Paused on a name.
What would he even say?
Hey. Don’t come in today.
Why?
I don’t know.
He stared at the screen for a few seconds longer, then locked it and set it down.


◆◆◆
By 7:30, he was dressed.
Not in his uniform. 
Just regular clothes.
He sat on the edge of his couch, hands resting on his thighs, looking at the door.
He could still make it in time.
If he left right now, he’d be a little late. 
Not the first time. Not the last.
He imagined the walk. The lobby. The elevators.
The familiar route up.
Routine.
He checked the time again.
7:42.
People would be leaving for work.
Thousands of them.


◆◆◆
At 8:03, the first siren passed.
Muhammad turned his head toward the window, listening as it faded.
At 8:17, the second one came.
Closer.
Then another.
He stood up, this time without thinking, and moved to the window.
From his apartment, he couldn’t see the Twin Towers.
But something felt… off.
At 8:26, the television turned on.
He didn’t remember picking up the remote, but he did.
A news anchor. Mid-sentence.
“…reports are still coming in… possible aircraft… ”
The image shifted.
Smoke.
The camera struggled to find focus, zooming, pulling back, searching for something that made sense.
Something was burning.
Then the camera pulled wider.
And there it was.
The North Tower of the Soviet Trade Center was burning.
Words layered over each other. 
Fragments. Corrections. Apologies.
“…impact confirmed… commercial flight… we are being told… ”
Muhammad took a step back.
His hand found the edge of the counter behind him to steady himself.


◆◆◆
The second plane came live.
Just a shape crossing the frame too fast to process.
The sound didn’t match the image. It came a second later, delayed and flattened and unreal.
The television was still on. The anchor was still speaking. Sirens were still rising somewhere outside. But something in Muhammad went quiet.
He stared at the screen.
At the fire.
At the black smoke pouring into the sky.
He thought of the 91st floor.
The sensor he fixed.
The crowded hallway.
The people.
He thought of the names he knew.
Faces.
Routines.


◆◆◆
By 8:55, the anchor said the words “obvious attack on communism.”
By 9:03, he said “terrorism against the Soviet Union.”
By 9:11, he said “capitalist insurgents.”
Muhammad turned away from the television.
He looked at his door.
Behind him, the broadcast continued.
The camera panned and shook.
Several voices rose in anger, promising vengeance and retribution.
The number of casualties on the screen began to rise.
But Muhammad stood in his apartment.
Alive.
He didn’t know why.


◆◆◆
The knock came a few days later.
Muhammad had invited him over, but he hesitated nonetheless. He sat at his kitchen table, the television off, the room dim except for the light above the stove.
Muhammad eventually stood, crossed the room, and opened the door.
Joshua stepped inside without conversation, holding a single finger to his lips.
Joshua went to the windows first. He pulled all the shades down one by one. Checked the edges with his fingers, making sure they were flush.
Muhammad watched in silence.
Joshua then moved to the living room, crouched near the television, checked the back panel, the wiring, the outlets. Then the table lamps.
“Clear,” he muttered, almost to himself.
Only then did he turn to Muhammad.
“Has anyone else been here since?” Joshua asked.
“No.”
Muhammad crossed his arms.
“You want to tell me what is going on?” he said.
“The more you know, the more dangerous it will be for you,” Joshua whispered.
Muhammad blinked.
“You knew,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
Joshua nodded.
“How long,” Muhammad asked.
Joshua hesitated.
“Long enough.”


◆◆◆
“They weren’t all Russian,” Muhammad said.
“What?”
“There were Americans in those buildings. Hard-working, decent… ”
“They made their choice. They knew who they were working for.”
“Same as me.”
“Not the same,” Joshua protested. “They influence the markets. They deprive us of our rights. You fix windows. Change light bulbs.”
“Y’know, I almost called someone,” Muhammad said, avoiding eye contact. “A co-worker. I didn’t know what to say so I hung up, and now he’s dead... because of me.”
“You can’t think like that.”
“Why me?” he asked, finally locking eyes with Joshua. “Why did you pick me?”
“You’re my friend.”
“Everyone has friends. Family, loved ones. Oh God, I could’ve…”
“Look,” Joshua interrupted, raising his voice. “It had nothing to do with you. Those buildings have been a symbol of oppression for fifty years. They had to come down. To show the world that we haven’t given up.”
Muhammad thought about the screens.
According to the TV, the tally was above 4,000.
“Are we any more free today than we were yesterday?”
“This is only the beginning.”
Muhammad had heard enough.
He stood and pointed at the door.
“Two things: And I mean both of them sincerely,” Muhammad said to Joshua before ushering him out. “Thank you for saving my life… “
“You’re welcome.”
“And I never want to see you again.”
Joshua paused to respond but didn’t.
Once alone, Muhammad walked to a window.
He pulled the shade up, just a few inches.
The skyline was different now. He could see it even from here. A gap where something had always been.
It was early and Muhammad was wide awake.
Nevertheless, he went to his bedroom and closed his eyes to sleep.


◆◆◆
Muhammad waited three weeks before he went.
The barricades were still up when he arrived.
Metal fencing. Temporary signs. Uniformed men posted at intervals, watching the crowd more than the ruins.
People moved slowly along the perimeter.
Some spoke in low voices. Some didn’t speak at all.
Muhammad kept his hands in his pockets and followed the line.
Where the Towers had stood, there was a void.
Steel bent into shapes that no longer made sense. Concrete layered over itself. Pockets of darkness where things had collapsed inward and stayed that way.
People moved through it carefully. 
Fire crews. Search teams. Still working.
He saw a small group gathered near the center of the viewing area.
Muhammad didn’t mean to stop, but he did.
A handful of city firemen stood on a rise of debris.
Their uniforms darkened with ash, faces lined with fatigue. 
One of them held a folded flag.
Together, they raised it.
The red Soviet flag climbed slowly into the air.
It caught for a moment in the wind, then stretched fully.
The crowd reacted in pieces.
Some clapped.
Some turned away.
Some stood perfectly still, just watching.


◆◆◆
Before he left, Muhammad tried to place things.
Where the lobby had been.
Where the elevators opened.
He thought of the 91st floor.
The broken sensor.
The crowded hallway.
For a moment, he imagined it as it had been.
He lowered his head.
Not in prayer. 
Just down.
Muhammad stayed a while longer.
Long enough for nothing to change.
[image: ]

Thank You!
A special thanks to my wonderful wife, Denise, for not only tolerating my time-consuming, soul-absorbing hobby-slash-passion, but also for giving me the idea for the short story Pretty Girl.
I love you.
And thank you to everyone who took the time to read this anthology.
If you enjoyed these stories, please also check out Epiphanies: Strange Fictions by Robbin Ramos, a short story collection currently available on Amazon and through traditional bookstores by request.


Reviews are the lifeblood of every independent author.
If possible, please recommend Pretty Girl: And Other Stories to your friends and family, and consider leaving a positive review on websites like Goodreads and Amazon.
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