

[image: Feedbooks]

Cold Shell: Faerie Epoch

Egan Yip





Published: 2010

Tag(s): "science fiction adventure" "Science Fantasy"
"fantasy adventure" "Young Adult" fantasy Humor action




Chapter 1
Birth of Shell


    "Dad?" A little girl turned in her bed to
look at her father.

    "What is it?" James sat on the edge of his
daughter's bed. He gazed at her tenderly.

    "Will you come to see me at the school play
tomorrow?" she asked.

    "Of course," he replied with a grin. "I wouldn't
miss it for the world." He patted her on the head and leaned over
to kiss her cheek. "Now go to sleep. It's getting late." He stood
up and walked to the door.

    "Dad?" she asked again, looking at him with her
irresistibly cute eyes.

    "Hmm?"

    "I had a lot of fun today."

    James smiled his biggest smile of the day. "Me
too."

    "Dad—"

    "Come on," the father chuckled, "that's enough.
It's time for bed."

    "—what's that noise?"

    His smile disappeared. "Noise?"

    Then he heard it: a strange hum, a low
rumbling.

    "What… is… that?" he wondered out loud.

    His legs trembled, then his body, and finally
even his head shook. The floor vibrated beneath him. The windows
rattled, first lightly and then heavily. Unable to keep his
balance, he fell on his hands and knees. Staring at the blurry
carpet, he gasped in fright, "Earth-Earthquake!" Then he looked up
at the quavering bed. It started to bounce toward the other side of
the room. "Alicia!" he called out to her. "Come over here!
Quick!"

    "Daddy!" she cried, pulling the covers over her
head. "I'm scared!"

    "NO! Alicia!" James tried to get to his feet,
but every time he stood, he fell. "Wait right there! Daddy's
coming!"

    "DADDY!" she cried out even louder than before.
"DADDY! HELP ME!"

    The whole room split in two, the floor and walls
ripping apart. The ceiling cracked, bits and pieces of wood came
showering down. The father clenched his teeth, watching in horror
as the gap between his daughter and him widened. Though he was
tripping and falling with every step, he fought to steady himself.
The gap in the floor opened up nearly five feet apart. He got a
terrible running start and leaped off, only to barely grab the
other edge of the floor. His body dangling from one arm, he looked
down at the ground floor and then up at his daughter's room.
Everything was coming down.

    "DADDY! SAVE ME!" he heard her scream.

    James lost all strength in his grip, his fingers
slipping off the torn carpet. Then he fell… into darkness… into the
deep abyss below.



Beep. Beep. Beep.

    Is that an alarm? James thought.

    "It's working! I think we've got a success on
our hands!"

    James opened his eyes. His vision was clear…
even better than he last remembered. But something wasn't right. He
looked around. This wasn't his home. He was now lying on his back,
his gaze aimed at a metal ceiling. A bright light shone over his
face.

    "Where am I?" James asked.

    "Hey there! Looking good!" A man wearing a lab
coat leaned over his face. "Let's take this one step at a time,
okay? What is your name?"

    "My name?" said James. "Who cares about that!
Where is my daughter?"

    "Chill," said another man, "we will help you
find your daughter. But first you need to tell us your name."

    "NO!" James reached out and grabbed the man by
the neck. "TELL ME—" He stopped and looked at his arm. It wasn't
his arm… or at least it didn't resemble his arm. It was cold. It
was metallic. It was exactly like a robotic arm. "WHAT HAVE YOU
DONE TO ME?" James shrieked, tossing the man into a pile of boxes
and crates.

    "Cool it, buddy," said the other man. "It's
okay! Just listen to us first! Everything is fine!"

    "It's not fine!" James screamed, grabbing the
other man by the face. "You made me into a monster!"

    Another man in a lab coat entered the room. "You
idiots! How could you forget to weaken his motor signals first?
This isn't your first day on the job!" The man walked over to a
control panel and pushed down a lever. "You're supposed to minimize
motor signals before you awaken him!"

    Suddenly, James lost control of his arm. As his
artificial hand slipped off the man's head, it took something else
off with it: the man's face. The man's face was just a soft piece
of latex… and underneath that fake visage was a blue translucent
metal shell. James couldn't believe his eyes. Looking at the man's
head was like looking at the headlight of a car. It was just a
cover, nothing organic about it.

    "What are you people?" James asked fearfully.
"What have you done to me?"

    The one who appeared to be their boss or manager
drew near to James and said, "What have we done to you? We just
saved your life."

    "You saved my life?"

    "That's right."

    "What are you talking about?"

    "Listen carefully to what I'm about to tell
you," said the man, taking a deep breath. "A long time ago, about
twenty years ago, the world was hit with a disaster. There was a
massive earthquake that devastated every inch of the world. But
most importantly, a vapor called Myas was released from the ground.
It caused a debilitation in all humans… a paralysis that also
disfigured the body. For some it was instant, for most it was a
slow gradual process. During that time, many people began work on a
computer network that would save the lives of millions. Shell was
created.

    "You can learn all about Shell and our society
later. Right now, I just want you to know that you were in a coma
for nearly twenty years. We had you stored in a facility. Your body
was dead. But your brain was still alive. We transplanted your
brain into a new body. And here you are."

    James sighed at the thought of a new body. "So
I'm a robot with a human brain?"

    "That's right. I assure you it's for the best.
There's nothing better than a robotic body."

    "Really? What about eating? Do we need to
eat?"

    "You don't need to really eat. You do need
nutrients for your brain and we have a way for you to do that. But
we also have something like a switch in your head that tells you
that you aren't hungry, so you don't have to feel hunger… unless
you want to. If you do wish to re-experience the pleasure of
eating, all you need to do is stop by one of our terminals and you
can choose to increase your hunger level and gorge yourself with
the flavors of different emulated foods. In fact all pleasures that
a body can experience have been properly emulated. You only need
stop by a terminal and—"

    "That's enough," said James. "That's creepy. I
don't want to hear about it."

    "Very well," said the man. "That's your choice.
You can learn everything about our world at your own pace."

    Then he said, "Will you please give me back
control of my body?"

    The man hesitated. "Only if you promise to be
calm."

    "I'm calm," said James drearily. "I'm
calm."

    "Good."

    The man ordered that James's motor functions be
restored and it was done. James raised both arms, studying them as
he twisted his metal forearm and wiggled his artificial fingers.
Then he lifted his fingers to his face. It was smooth, round and
featureless, but he was more surprised by how his fingers were able
to feel… even though they weren't real. James glanced at his legs,
both of them strapped down to the table he had been laying on. They
too were… different.

    "And my legs? Am I allowed to walk?" asked
James.

    "Of course," said the man. With the push of a
button, the straps came off.

    James hopped off the table and walked
around.

    "Do you have any questions?" asked the scientist
bearing a fake human face.

    James nodded. "Where is my daughter? Is she
alive?"

    "For us to answer that question, we must first
know who you are."

    "I am James Fletcher. My daughter's name is
Alicia Fletcher."

    The scientist took out a computer pad and began
typing on it. "Ah, Alicia Fletcher is a resident of these parts.
And she had issued a missing family request with your name on it.
Your identity is verified. You will be able to reunite with her
shortly."

    "Thank you," said James.﻿










Chapter 2
Knock It Off


Following directions the scientists had given him, James walked
across the city in search of his daughter's house. As he did so, he
observed the sights and sounds of what the people called the Shell.
From what he understood, the world had become uninhabitable—a
dangerous, inhospitable wasteland—so the human race built the Shell
over the world as a form of protection. It was a massive plate,
supported by huge pillars, stretching over a portion of the
continent; essentially, a world over a world, an environment built
over another environment.

    Not much had changed. It resembled the cities of
his past, albeit shinier, fancier and more automated. There were
streets, commercial areas, residential communities, and towering
factories. Even though there were streets, people didn't use
vehicles, as that was considered a waste of resources. Instead
everyone practiced parkour. They climbed up buildings, jumped from
roof to roof, leaped over stairs, and ran over railings and fences.
All of that was pretty easy for one with a robot body. Parkour
looked cool for one person to do. But for an entire society it
looked kind of silly. James was the only one to walk the streets
normally. Everyone else was hopping around like crazy. It was
something he'd have to get used to, he supposed.

    The other thing he had to get used to was the
way everyone looked. All the people looked like robots. But he also
learned that some were actually robots. It was easy to tell the
difference between the two. The ones designed with a specific
function, like those that looked like vacuum cleaners, were robots.
But the humanoid ones were actually human. However, among the
humans, he couldn't tell the gender. All humans had the same basic
structure, but each one customized their appearance to be unique.
Each one had different coats of paint, graphic designs and
accessories. They had decorated their bodies like they'd decorate a
car.

    When he finally reached his daughter's house, he
hesitated before knocking on her door, feeling shocked to find that
this house resembled his old one. It even had a ridged roof,
alienating it from the neighboring residences which had dome-like
ones.

He tried knocking, but the door absorbed the impact. It appeared to
be made of some kind of foam. He decided to push for the doorbell
instead.

    The door opened. A humanoid answered the
door.

    "Yes?"

James ran his eyes quickly over the robot. A colorful, elaborate
design of flowers was etched across its chest.

    "Alicia? Is that you?" James asked
uncertainly.

    "I'm Alicia's husband," the robot replied. "And
you are?"

    "Alicia's husband?" James shrieked. "She's
married? And to flowers?"

    "That would explain why I'm her husband," said
the flowery robot flatly.

    "Well… " Looking flabbergasted, James stuttered,
"E-er… I-I'm h-her father. I-I want to speak with her. I-is she
around?"

    "Who's at the door?" James heard a voice shout
from inside the house.

Then another humanoid showed up, this one covered in black and red
depictions of dangerous animals, like lions, snakes and
dragons.

    "Alicia," said the flowery robot to the darker
one, "this man says he's your father."

    "What?" The darker robot turned to me and said,
"Dad?"

    "Oh my gosh… " James said, "Alicia… what have
you done to yourself?"

    "DAD!" Alicia jumped at her father and embraced
him in her cold arms. "Why didn't you call first? You should have
told me you were coming!"

    "Call? I have no idea what's going on right now.
I just woke up in this strange room and they were teaching me how
to control this body and—"

    "Oh, so you were revived today?"

    "Revived? I wasn't dead or anything, but…
"

    Alicia turned to her husband and told him, "I'm
going to go take a walk. We have some catching up to do. I'll be
back soon." Her husband nodded and went back to his desk. Alicia
then grabbed James by the arm and led him out into the
street.

    As they were walking along, James said to her,
"Wow… I can't believe you got married already. You didn't even ask
me for permission. You didn't even invite me to the wedding!"

    Alicia laughed cheerfully in her computerized
voice. "I couldn't even find you!"

    "Right… " She couldn't find him, he thought. It
was then he realized how much time he had lost. His entire life…
gone without his knowledge. His daughter had lived on without him.
He had missed her life in that time he had been trapped in
containment. He would've choked on his tears, but he couldn't
figure out how to cry in that body. "I… I have a lot of questions
right now. Is it okay if I ask them one by one?"

    Alicia grinned, through the use of a thin
outline of light on her blue face. "Shoot," she said. "Ask me
anything."

    James fell silent, wondering what he wanted to
ask. Finally, much to his own disappointment, he decided to ask a
harmless question. "Where are you taking me?"

    "Right here," she replied, stopping and
gesturing with her arms.

Near the back of her house was… the edge of the Shell. "Isn't it
beautiful?"

    The edge of the Shell. It was like the very edge
of the world… that opened into another. He stood at the edge and
looked down, gazing upon the old world that he had once lived in.
The forest below had become bright green, like a fluorescent
green—unnatural, pretty and somewhat frightening. The structure of
the Shell was much higher up than he expected; it had to be a few
miles above the tallest trees. He looked far into the horizon and
watched as the sun slowly began its descent into the darkness, to
the realm unseen.

    "It's beautiful," James said.

    "I knew you'd agree," said Alicia, taking a seat
by the edge. She let her legs hang off the side. "We just moved
here recently." She glanced up at her father. "It's cheaper to buy
a house by the edge… because of the constant loud construction."
She paused. "But the view… is just amazing. And it always makes me
feel closer to home."

    Then a question popped up in his mind. "When
were you revived?"

    "I reacted to the disease slower than most," she
said. "I helped build the Shell. And then… when I was about ten,
they gave me a new body. I never slept for long."

    "Then why did they take so long to revive me?"
he asked, sounding bitter. "If you were there the entire time,
couldn't you have done something?"

    Alicia shook her head. "I'm so sorry, Dad. I
tried, I really did. But I couldn't find you. I couldn't find your
body. When you fell that night… you were crushed, almost to the
point of death. They took you to the hospital but… in all of the
chaos… they put you in the 'Unknown.'"

    "What? What's the 'Unknown?'"

    "It's the storage for those that they can't
identify. Revival was given first to those they could identity,
those who they knew would be useful to Shell. Then revival was
given upon request by citizens of Shell to family and friends. And
last… given to the 'Unknown.'"

    "So… " James sighed. "I lost twenty years of my
life because they couldn't recognize my face. Couldn't they have
checked my DNA?"

    "Once you're exposed to Myas, your DNA mutates.
Everyone could only be identified by face."

    James said nothing for a few minutes. He simply
stared at the poisoned world before him.

    "Dad?" Alicia stood up and studied his blank
expression. "Are you okay?"

    "I'm fine," he replied. Then he forced a smile.
"Maybe I should just look at the bright side. I'm here now."

    Small tears formed along her blue face. "Yeah,
I'm so happy you've finally come home."

    A loud siren echoed across the buildings and a
loud message followed after saying, "WARNING: MYAS REACTOR
UNSTABLE! WARNING: MYAS REACTOR UNSTABLE! ALL CITIZENS MUST
EVACUATE THE IMMEDIATE AREA!"

    "What's going on?" asked James, looking around
at the other robots scurrying away in a huge crowd. "Is this
normal?"

    "Does it sound normal?" said Alicia, tugging at
his arm. "No, of course it's not normal! We have to get out of
here! A Myas Reactor could explode any moment now!"

    "That does not sound good," said James.

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

James's legs quivered as the whole Shell shook from the vibrant
explosion. A mushroom cloud rose up not far from them, scattering
dust and pieces of debris across the sky.

    "Where should we run to?" James turned to
Alicia. Her feet losing balance, she swayed by the end of the
Shell, almost falling over the side. James grabbed her before she
could fall. "I've got you!"

The Shell trembled again, this time with an even greater force. A
dozen more mushroom clouds shot up in the distance.

    "Oh, you've got to be kidding me!" James
screamed.

    Unwillingly releasing his grip of Alicia's body,
James gasped as she staggered and lost her footing. He aimed to
catch her hand, but it fell back out of his reach. Time slowed down
as she fell… slowly away from the Shell.

    "I'M NOT GOING TO LOSE YOU AGAIN!" Throwing away
all sense of logic and reason, James jumped off the edge of the
Shell after her.

And together… they plummeted toward the old earth…










Chapter 3
Lost Child


"Oooh… " James opened his eyes—or rather the digital cameras
that he used as eyes. "Where am I this time?" But after opening his
eyes, he found nothing but darkness. Then he lifted his head up and
discovered he had fallen face-down into the ground. He plucked
himself out of the ground, leaving a deep imprint of his body in
the soil.

    "What am I… Oh! Alicia!" He swiveled his head
around three times, like a spinning top, giving him a full view of
the area around him. He had fallen into a clearing, a wall of tall
evergreen trees encircling him. A green sparkling mist passed
overhead, coating lightly the barren ground with fine green
dust.

    "She can't be far." He stood and wiped the dirt
off his face. "I have to find her." James looked up and gaped at
the underbelly of the Shell. From where he was standing, it
practically covered half the sky. He was able to see the pillars
too, massive structures that resembled the biggest, widest
skyscrapers he had ever seen.

He quickly got over his shock. After twenty years he had finally
found his daughter… only to lose her yet again. He wouldn't let
that happen. Not again.

    "ALICIA!" He called out to her, curving his
hands around his imaginary mouth. "ALICIA! WHERE ARE YOU? CAN YOU
HEAR ME?" He stopped and listened for a reply. At first there was
nothing. No sounds. No movement at all. So he shouted again,
"ALICIA!" He waited yet again for a response.

    This time, however, the ground shook. Not quite
the response he was hoping for. He held his breath for a moment,
wondering if it was an earthquake. Then he sighed in relief as he
did not hear another sound.

    James traveled through the trees, following the
path of a big circle, attempting to do a brief check of the
vicinity before moving on. There was no sign of Alicia anywhere.
But he would not give up. James continued by making his search in a
wider circle, walking around and around for a few hours. And every
so often he would call out… only to have silence as his
answer.

    As he explored the surrounding area, various
thoughts came to his mind. He had difficulty understanding the
whole situation with Myas. What was Myas? Why was there a Myas
reactor? Had it become a source of power? He placed his hand on a
tree. It was alive. But Myas did not affect it. Maybe it only
affected moving creatures, like humans and animals. If so… maybe he
wouldn't have to worry about predators, like wolves or lions,
attacking Alicia or him. But then again, why would they want to eat
a hunk of metal? James smiled at the thought. Even if Alicia was
lost, she should still be okay. She wasn't a child anymore. She
wasn't even human. There couldn't possibly be any danger for her
now that she was mostly robotic.

    James heard a rustle. He turned to some thick
quivering bushes. "Alicia? Is that you?" He pushed the bushes
aside. There was nothing there. "Just the wind," he muttered. But
the rustling sound didn't fade. It persisted. Thinking it was just
the leaves rattled by the wind, James paid it no mind. However, the
ground shook again. And again. And again. It happened in intervals.
And slowly… steadily… the shaking became stronger and
stronger.

    "AAAAAH! GET OUT OF THE WAY!" James heard a
voice shout. He turned in the direction of the voice—only to get
bashed in the face by a flying object. The impact knocked James off
his feet, and he fell badly on his back. Even if he didn't feel
pain, it was annoying and disorienting to have his brain
jolted.

James sat up. He noticed a pot-shaped object next to him.

    "Hmm? What's this?" Curious, he stretched out
his hand to touch it. Before he did so, however, the strange object
sprouted four legs, a head and a tail. Now it looked like a turtle…
a robot turtle.

    The turtle jumped up and hovered in the air.
"What's the big idea?" it snapped. "Why didn't you dodge? You… you…
nincompoop!"

    "Nincompoop?" James felt offended. "I can't
believe you even said that. Ridiculous. What are you, five?"

    "As much as I'd enjoy insulting you some more,"
the turtle shouted, "I've got to run! Sayonara, suckah!" The legs
shrinking back, the tail of the turtle started to glow.

    Surprised at the mysterious glow, James fixed
his eyes on the turtle, expecting to see the robot zip away in a
burst of amazing speed.

Pfttt! Pop, pop, pop! Fizzle! Bbbbffffffffftt…

    Instead, the light vanished from its butt. And
all that came out were… unpleasant sounds… accompanied by a strange
odor. Then the turtle dropped down to the ground, wobbling around
on its round potbelly.

    "Uh oh… " said the turtle, now sounding scared,
"Out of gas. Figures. This always happens at the worst times." Then
the turtle walked over to James, his head lowered as if bowing
down, and said, "Listen… sorry about before. I was just kidding
about the nincompoop stuff. Just a joke. You're not a nincompoop.
You're a swell guy. Want to be best friends?" The turtle smiled
really widely, its robot teeth sparkling in the dimming
sunlight.

    His eyes narrowing, James glared at the turtle
and said, "Oh… now I'm a swell guy, huh? Well, never mind that. I
could care less about your attitude, and I definitely don't want to
be your friend, you weird farting robot turtle. But I do have a
question to ask you—"

    "Save your questions," said the turtle. "We need
to get out of here!"

    "No!" James snapped. "It's important! If you
don't want me to use force—"

    "Look behind you."

    "Oh, come on. Like I'm going to fall for
that—"

Kriiiiick! Krick! Whoosh! Wham! Wham!

    James looked left and right. On either side of
him, entire trees were falling over, several of them at a time. His
figurative heart skipped a beat. He projected a gulping sound and
twisted his head all the way around.

     He gazed at something, unsure of what it
was. A rock? A really big rock? No, it was something else…
something that looked like an animal. It had a giant beak for a
mouth, its skull somewhat conical in shape. Its face was
terrifying, having two large floodlights for eyes that seemed to
see everything on the surface of the planet. Its body was
gargantuan, hulking around like Godzilla. In fact, maybe it was
Godzilla. It kind of did look like a mutated iguana, a giant
silvery one with metal scales.

    "What is that?" James cried.

    "A Collector!" the turtle replied. "That's why I
told you to run!"

    James snatched up the turtle and bolted
away.

    "Stop looking at the Collector!" the turtle
shouted. "Twist your head back to the front! Look where you're
going!"

    "Oh, right." James turned his head back to the
front, quickly dodging the tree he was about to run into. Then he
continued running as fast as he could… which was incredibly fast.
Faster than a speeding bullet? Probably not. But from his
estimates, he was probably going at least a hundred mph.
Thankfully, his eyes were able to keep up so that he could dodge
each tree easily enough.

The earth quaked as the Collector picked up speed, stomping across
the forest, crushing every tree in its way.

    "What's a Collector anyway?" said James,
thankful he did not own a lung or a heart, or anything that would
get tired from running. "Why is there such a monster in this
forest?"

    "You don't know what a Collector is? Don't they
teach you this stuff on Shell?"

    "I just got revived today," said James. "I don't
know anything about this world."

    The turtle laughed. "Ha ha ha! You got revived
today? What are you doing out here? I thought you were a
worker!"

    "I fell! Okay? I fell off that darn Shell! Now
tell me what that thing is so I can understand why it's chasing
me!"

    "Okay," said the turtle, trying hard to refrain
from laughing any longer, "I'll tell you. It's chasing you because
it wants to eat you."

    "Eat me?"

    "That's right. The Collector is a robot from
Shell. Its sole purpose is to collect materials from the surface
and bring it back to Shell. It acknowledges you as a good source of
material. It thinks you look tasty. Well, I look tasty to it too.
That's why it was after me in the first place."

    "Well, then you're lucky to have met me," said
James, smiling. "Looks like I can outrun it."

    "You're not going to outrun a Collector," the
turtle warned him. "It's start off slow. But once it gains
momentum… it'll getcha."










Chapter 4
Escape Is Key


"So? What should I do?" James asked, still running at top speed.
"If I can't outrun the thing, what can I possibly do?"

    "There's a place of shelter we can reach not too
far from here," replied the turtle, still being carried around by
James. "That's where I was headed before I ran into your
bird-brained head."

    "Where? Show me how to get there."

    "We passed it a while ago, it's behind us
now."

    "Behind us? Why didn't you tell me about it
earlier?"

    "You were the one who just started running
aimlessly," the turtle snapped. "Don't start blaming me."

    "Okay, fine, whatever," said James. "Just tell
me how to get there!"

    "It's left. Just head left and back."

    James swerved around a tree and ran to his left,
doing his best to maintain top speed. As he did so, he caught a
glimpse of the massive Collector as it towered over the trees,
heading to cut him off. This was not looking good. That Collector
did not look all that slow or clumsy as it veered to follow the
change in James's direction. James wished he still had teeth to
clench while watching the suspenseful moment of staring the
Collector yet again in the face. In just a few seconds James would
be right within the monster's reach. James kept one eye on the
robot and kept another on his path, feeling extremely grateful for
such a feature in this brand new body. The beak of the monster
lunged forward. James immediately jumped up, out of harm's way,
watching as the ground below shattered, spraying dust and dirt. He
had survived!

    But then… the Collector swung his head up, the
top of its beak flying towards James. Stuck in midair, James had no
way of dodging this motion. All he could do was brace for
impact.

    WHAM! James was hit just below the hips. Though
there was no pain, the body sent mental images to his brain. It was
like a painless substitute for pain, if that makes any sense.
However, though the pain did not exist, the images were just as
traumatic, if not more so. In his mind he saw himself getting hit
by a truck… and then a train… and then an airplane. It was like the
body was trying to measure the degree of damage to his system in a
way he could comprehend.

    James flew—his body literally flipping around
and around in the air. He started to get dizzy as he watched the
world spin around him several dozen times. His flight was stopped
short by a tree. CLANG! Crack! The power of the impact and the
hardness of his body snapped the tree in two. He hit the ground
with another loud thud and struggled to stand.

    "Keep going!" the turtle shouted, looking at the
Collector from a distance. "This is our chance! We're not far from
the cave! He practically sent us to it!"

    James wobbled on his feet. Something was weird.
"One leg is not responding! It won't move!"

    "That's okay," said the turtle. "One leg is all
you need! Start hopping!"

James nodded and tried hopping on one leg. It worked. He was
moving… albeit much, much slower than before. He didn't even have
to maintain his balance. The robotic body did everything for him.
He just needed to point it in the right direction. James looked up
and saw the cave ahead.

    "Is that it?" James asked, pointing to the hole
in a large rock.

    "That's it! Go for it!"

    James hopped as fast as he could. The Collector
chased after him. He hopped and hopped, getting closer and closer
to freedom. But the Collector was not far behind, stomping loudly.
Everything went silent for a brief moment. The loud stomping had
stopped. James turned his head around to look. The Collector was
gone! He nearly smiled—until he looked up. High in the sky, he saw
a dark object. It grew bigger and bigger. When it neared the
ground, the sky was pretty much hidden by its massive size. Then it
landed. The Collector had jumped to him—and the result of its
landing was a ground shaking tremor that sent ripples and waves,
which tore through the grass and trees. The monstrous robot was so
close to him! But the cave was even closer. James leaped as far as
he could with one leg, and then he rolled and rolled on the ground,
hoping to roll right into the heart of the cave. As he rolled he
watched the massive jaw of the Collector come for him. He closed
his eyes, afraid to know what happens next.

    Crash!

    James felt his back slam against a hard surface.
He opened his eyes. It was dark. He had made it inside the cave.
The opening of the cave was blocked out by the massive beak that
was reaching in for him. Lucky for him, the beak couldn't go very
deep.

    "HA! I did it! We made it!" James exclaimed, his
artificial heart swelling with feelings of excitement and
joy.

    "You enjoy cutting it close, don't you?" asked
the turtle.

    "No way!" James laughed and sat down.

    "What are you doing?" said the turtle. "There's
no point in resting. Your body does not need rest. Now come on. We
must head down and find—"

    "Wait," James interrupted him. "What's it
doing?"

    The beak opened up. Wary, James stood and
observed it.

    "I don't know," the turtle replied. "But I don't
want to find out."

    Swoosh! Something long like a whip flew out of
the Collector's beak. James sidestepped it and gawked as it stabbed
the cave wall, breaking it apart. It looked like the monster's
tongue. The mechanical tongue looked like a really thick tube with
a sharp spear-like point as the tip. When James stared at the tip
of the tongue, it looked back at James, as if it could see him.
Then the front of the tongue split apart, transforming into a large
metal claw.

    "RU—I mean, HOP!" the turtle shouted.

    James hopped deeper into the cave, which seemed
to go very deep under the surface. The claw-like tongue chased
after him, seemingly able to extend infinitely out of the
Collector's mouth. The cave, James discovered, was more of a huge
cavern with many branching paths. He felt like a small rodent
scurrying around in his burrow, trying desperately to escape the
clutches of a hungry snake.

    "Almost there… " said the turtle. "There! Do you
see it?"

    "See what?" asked James.

    "Up ahead! There's a line you can see on the
ground! Just cross that white line!"

    James kicked off the ground with his one foot
and fell across the white line. "Now what?"

    "Hit the switch!" The turtle pointed with his
nose toward the panel on the rocky wall.

    James stood up to reach for the switch—and then
fell back down before he could hit it. He glanced over his
shoulder. The claw had snatched onto his leg, pulling him back. He
dug his fingers in the ground, desperate to escape from its
grasp.

    "I can't break free!" shouted James.

    "You just need to hit the switch!" shouted the
turtle.

    "But I can't get up!" James cried out, his
fingers scraping across the floor. Then a thought crossed his mind.
He glanced at the turtle and grabbed it with one arm.

    "Hey!" the turtle protested. "What are you
doing?"

    "Making you useful for a change!" James snapped.
When he loosened his grip of the ground and snatched the turtle
with both arms, the tug from the claw became even stronger,
dragging his legs over the white line. James launched the turtle
right into the panel, praying that he would hit the button.

    SHOOOOOM! A solid metal gate came crashing down
directly on the white line, creating a barrier between them and the
claw-like tongue… and snapping both of James's legs apart.

    With both legs broken, James sighed and turned
to the turtle, which was rolling around on the floor, trying to
flip over off its shell. "You know… I kind of liked my legs."

    Flailing its legs, the turtle said, "Help me up…
and I'll show you where to get new ones."










Chapter 5
Refuge


"By the way," said James, "I never got your name. I'm James."
Now that his legs were busted, James walked around on his hands,
using the position of a handstand.

    "Tork," said the turtle, crawling along.

    "That's an… interesting name. Tork. Well, nice
to meet you, Tork. I hope we didn't get off on the wrong foot, if I
had any left."

    "I guess you might be okay, James," said Tork
flatly.

    "Just okay?" James grinned. "Didn't you say I
was a swell guy?"

    "I say lots of things."

    The two of them traveled down the pathways of
cavern, which was lit by small lights along the ground. The lights
weren't very bright, but they were sufficient, especially since
James's eyes were capable of night vision. It didn't take very long
for James to notice many objects, both big and small, littering the
ground. He went over gears, bolts, sheets of metal, and plastic
cases. The more they continued down the path, the more junk he saw…
until they reached a larger chamber, full of… more junk. They went
past the heaps and mountains of debris—of broken parts, artifacts
and little trinkets.

    A bucket rolled down one of the mountains of
garbage, and James glanced at it. All of a sudden, the pile of junk
moved, scraps of metal falling down the side. A wheel jutted out
from under the trash. James stopped to look at it. He could've
sworn he saw it move.

    Then it talked.

    "Oh! Hey, Tork! You're back!" it said. The wheel
jumped out… along with the rest of its "body." It was another
robot… another weird one. Shaped like a wheelbarrow, this robot had
eyes on its front wheel, one on either side of the axle. "And… WOW,
you brought back something gooooood!" The wheelbarrow circled James
thrice, examining him from head to… thigh. "Kind of defective… but
me likey! Can I have this one? Puhlease?" The eyes by the wheel
even had eyelashes, and it batted them quite effectively at
Tork.

    "Shut up, Whork," snapped Tork. "He's human.
From the Shell. I'm taking him to see Bork."

    "A HUMAN?" Whork got so excited he pulled off
several wheelies. And then drove up a pile of junk and kicked off,
somersaulting around before performing a perfect landing on the
ground. "That's sooooo kewl! This is my first time ever seeing a
human!" His nose down, Whork rammed right into James, letting him
fall right into barrow.

    "Whoa!" shouted James. "What are you
doing?"

    Whork exclaimed, "I'm taking you to Bork faster
than you can say—"

    And he left… whirring across the rocky ground,
leaving Tork in the dust.

    "Bork! Bork!" Whork skidded across and slammed
into a huge heap, spraying dust everywhere. "Here, a human!" It
kicked its back wheels off, catapulting James face down into the
ground.

    James looked up and saw someone crouching down,
looking back at him. But he couldn't quite get a clear image as his
focus had been getting worse ever since he'd survived that
encounter with the tongue of doom.

    "Looks like he's in pretty bad shape. Where did
you find him, Whork?"

    "Oh… you know… just around the area," he
replied.

    "I FOUND HIM!" shouted Tork, quickly crawling
over to them. "HE'S MY FIND! WHORK'S JUST TRYING TO GET ALL THE
CREDIT, BUT HE'S MINE!"

    "You both get credit, okay?"

    His enthusiasm quickly fading, Tork groaned,
"You always say that, Bork! But that's not fair!"

    "If I say it's fair, it's fair. I make the
rules. Now both of you get yourselves a nice treat. I'm gonna see
what I can do for this person."

    The one whom James assumed was Bork stooped
down, grabbed James by both hands and started dragging him across
the rocks. James twisted his head around so he wouldn't have to
stare at the floor.

    His hands felt weird. Was there something wrong
with his body, with his system? Was it detecting the wrong thing?
For the first time… in nearly twenty years… he felt something
different. Soft. Warm.

   But it couldn't be…

     It shouldn't be…

     But it was…

     Human hands.

    "You… " James gasped. "You're human! With a real
body!"

    It was then that his eyes finally gained focus
on the face that was before him. An angel? It might as well be. But
how? But why? He couldn't comprehend it. But he couldn't deny it
either: a beautiful woman with an amazing smile was dragging him
over the ground.

That sight for sore eyes. That warmth for cold hands. For the first
time since he had awakened… he felt happy to be alive.










Chapter 6
Getting Started


Whirrrrrrrrrrrrrrr! The strange sound of a motor penetrated his
auditory system.

His vision came back online. James was able to open his eyes again.
He sat up on the cloth towel and, feeling drowsy, he looked around.
He found himself in a shack, a bed on one side and a table on the
other. A woman sat at the table, working quietly by the
lantern.

   "Excuse me," said James, trying to catch her
attention.

   She turned to him. He couldn't help notice her
somewhat alien appearance. While she was quite attractive, she was
also quite… different from what he had imagined. She looked human
for the most part. But there were also things that looked… not so
human. Wavy and gleaming, her hair, for one, was unnaturally green.
Then there was her skin. She had green streaks around her arms and
legs, less like veins and more like tattoos, glowing ones.

   "Oh, good," she said, "You're finally awake. Sorry
about shutting down your body so suddenly. But I didn't want to…
alarm you."

   "No need to apologize," said James. "I've just got a
few questions."

   "Before that, is everything functioning
correctly?"

   "What?" James looked down at his body. He had new
legs! He wasn't the type to complain but they looked rather… lousy.
The legs themselves looked like metal pipes tied together. One foot
appeared to have been constructed out of a toaster, and the other
out of a video game console. But still, they were legs and they
worked.

   He touched the gray tape used to cover the fracture.
"Is this what I think it is?"

   "Yup." She smiled sweetly. "Duct tape. Fixes
everything."

   He smiled halfheartedly. "Thanks… um… Bork?"

   She nodded. "That's my name. Bork. What's
yours?"

   "James," he answered, slowly putting weight on his
cruddy-looking feet. It held up surprisingly well for something
that looked like… that. "Well, Bork, care to fill me in? What is a
human like you doing down here? And why weren't you affected by the
Myas?"

   Bork set aside the gizmo she had been working on and
stood up, stretching her legs out. "You've never seen a Myani?
That's weird. There are Myanis in Shell."

James created a confused look on his face. "Myazawha? What the heck
are you saying? Is that English?"

   "Myani. We don't suffer from paralysis. I guess you
could call us infected, without severe effects. Our DNA changed
like everyone else, but we adapted to the Myas, able to live with
it."

   "So there are more of you… Myanis in Shell?"

   "Aren't you from Shell?"

   James shrugged. "Kind of. Just got revived. Ended up
falling off accidentally."

   Bork laughed. "Wow, that's the first time I've heard
of someone doing that."

   James flushed red. "Hey, it's not like it was on
purpose. My daughter fell off. I jumped off to save her."

   Bork continued to chuckle.

   "So are there a lot of Myanis down here?" asked
James.

   "Most live in Shell," she replied. "As for down here…
let's just say there's all sorts of things down here. Myanis,
Cybers—that's what we call your kind, Bots, Scendents, and… they
say if you go farther out… you might meet even more unusual
things."

   "What kind of things?"

   Bork grinned wryly. "Fairies. People have claimed to
see fairies."

   "What a joke," said James. "There's no such thing as a
fairy."

   Bork shrugged. "You're probably right. Doesn't hurt to
keep believing though."

   "Why would anyone want to believe in fairies?"

   "Because the fairies are said to give life," said Bork
cheerfully. "They say that fairy kingdom is clean and pure, not
polluted like the rest of the world. It's believed that Myanis can
be healed and Cybers can be restored in new bodies." She paused,
her face stricken with grief. "The human race, as it is, is dying.
Myanis can't give birth… and Cybers are already done for. This
generation of mankind is the last. A Cyber can only live as long as
their brain lives. And the brain's mortal. It ages. No one lives
forever. So we believe in hope. In the fairies that can save this
world."

   "Sounds like a bunch of crap to me," said James.
"There's no point in clinging to worthless fantasies."

   "So you think there's no point in living anymore?"
asked Bork, her eyes losing radiance.

   "I didn't say that."

   "We live for hope, James," said Bork. "If you don't
think there's any way for us to be saved… we might as well be dead.
After all, what good is it to live… with no hope… no point. We
can't contribute to a future generation. We're just prolonging our
lives meaninglessly. In the end we'll die. Everyone will. And then
what? Shell will be just that. An empty Shell." Bork lowered her
head, looking down at her glowing feet. "I want to believe… in
something else. In hope. In life."

   "Well that's you," said James, heading for the door.
"I don't care about that. All I want is to make sure my daughter is
okay." He stopped before leaving. "Thanks for your help. I'll be
going now."

   "Wait." Bork grabbed him by the arm. "Take Tork with
you."

   "Why?"

   "You don't know what it's like out there. It's
dangerous, especially if you don't know where you're going. But
Tork knows the area. He knows the communities around here. If
you're looking for your daughter, it's best to take Tork."

   "I don't know." James sounded hesitant. "Tork… is not
what I'd call companion material."

   "Suit yourself. But I'm warning you: the world is very
dangerous. Tork told me about the Collector… and let me tell you,
the Collector isn't the only thing to worry about out there. The
world of Ramsas isn't the same as you remember it from the past.
It's different. Very different."

   "Fine, fine," said James, knowing he'd regret it.
"I'll take Tork. Just make sure he's got energy this time. I'm not
carrying that turtle everywhere."










Chapter 7
They Come


   Before they left, Bork resupplied Tork with Myas
Cells and explained to James how Myas had become a vital part of
living on Ramsas. Myas was a good source of energy, but it had to
be pure Myas—Myas in liquid form, which flowed through the
crust—for it to be useful. Then Bork showed James the new device
she had planted inside his chest. It was like a small blender,
useful for crushing fruits and vegetables so he could absorb
nutrients for his brain.

   Tork showed James another exit on the other side of
their hideout, and they were able to leave without the Collector
noticing.

   When they left, James headed for the direction of the
Shell but Tork stopped him.

   "You're going the wrong way," said Tork, hovering in
the air. "We should head west."

   "West? You mean, away from Shell? Why would my
daughter go that way?"

   "It's because you don't know how things work. No one
goes toward Shell. Even the workers don't stay near it." Tork took
up a more commanding voice and made James sit down while he
explained things to him. "Listen up, toaster feet. There isn't just
one Collector. There are many of them. Each Collector has a certain
area assigned to them, so you generally won't meet more than one.
However, the assigned areas are all near the Shell. So by staying
near Shell, it'd just be a matter of time before you get eaten.
Also, I'll have you know that the original entrances to the Shell
are cut off. You won't be able to go up the pillars. There's only
one way to get to Shell now, and that's through the worker camps,
which is west. They have shuttles there that will take you up to
the Shell. If we're going to find your daughter anywhere, it'll be
there."

   And thus, they began their journey westward, unsure of
what would await them. Tork had never been very far from the Shell.
He had lived a quiet life underground with Bork and Whork for the
past two years, ever since Bork had created him. So even though he
had sounded reluctant as first, he was excited to explore beyond
the area.

Tork advised James to move slowly and quietly until they were out
of the Collector's range. And once they were free from the
Collector's area of harvesting, Tork started talking… a lot.

   He told James about Bork and what she was doing there.
She had built many bots before, but most of them got lost, perhaps
eaten by Collectors. Tork even sounded sad when he talked about it,
as if they were his own brothers and sisters, which they might very
well have been. But he also sounded hopeful, believing that some of
them had just gotten lost and that he might see one of them
someday, maybe even on this journey.

   "So what were their names?" James asked. "Do you
remember any of them?"

   "A robot never forgets!" said Tork. "Unless my memory
gets fried or overloaded, I will never forget Cork and Dork and
Eork and Fork and Gork and Hork… "

   "Eork? Did Bork name them all?" James stopped him for
a moment. "Not very creative, is she?"

   "I suppose not with naming. But surely she's a great
engineer!" Tork twirled around in joy, looking happy to have been
made.

   James chuckled. Tork seemed like a child to him. As he
listened to Tork ramble on and on, he was reminded of Alicia… back
when she was just a child, back when everything was all
right.

   After traveling for a while, Tork stopped and looked
around.

   "Wait," he said.

   "What is it?" asked James.

   "I'm detecting something strange up ahead."

   "Something strange? Could it be the camp?"

   "Maybe. But… there's something my sensors cannot
comprehend."

   "Is that bad?"

   "No. It's just unknown. If we identify it up close,
I'll be able to make a note of it."

   James sneaked around the trees, approaching the camp
warily. He wondered what awaited him there. He took every step nice
and easy, dry leaves softly crunching under his feet. He hid under
the bushes and peeked at the site; Tork crawled beside him.

   There were several tents, vehicles and supply crates.
But it was devoid of people. Had it been abandoned?

   James entered the site and began snooping around. He
checked the larger tents and found a Cyber huddled under the table,
shivering in fright.

   "Hey, you there!" shouted James, grabbing him by the
arm. "I want to talk to you."

   "N-no! Let me go!" the man shouted, pushing James
away. "Don't bring me out there! There might be more of them! We
have to stay hidden!"

   "There might be more of what?"

   "Scendents! They were everywhere!"

   "Scendents?" James turned to Tork and asked, "What's a
Scendent?"

   "Scendents are monsters of the dark," replied Tork.
"No one knows where they came from. They may sound kind of scary,
but they're usually not a problem. They only prowl at night… and
only in pairs. They don't even attack Cybers."

   "That's what you think," said the man. "I saw them!
Many of them! Hundreds of them, even! And it was in the afternoon!
Caught us by surprise, they did. Took everyone away!"

   "What?" Tork laughed. "That's stupid. What would
Scendents want with Cybers? I can understand if they'd want to
attack Myanis, but Cybers?"

   "Who knows what they're up to! I bet they think we're
just canned food to them—a delicious brain just ready to be
served!"

   James grasped the man's neck. "You say they took
everyone away? Did you see a woman among them? One with black and
red markings?"

   The man pretended to choke. "I-I did."

   James released the man and left the tent. "That's all
I need to know." He glanced over his shoulder and saw Tork hovering
behind him. "Let's go after these Scendents. I don't care who they
are. I'm getting my daughter back."










Chapter 8
The Scendents


James crouched near the dirt and studied the tracks of paw
prints.

   "Haven't you heard a single word I said?" said Tork,
flapping his legs animatedly. "It's a waste of time to search for
your daughter now!"

   "Shoo!" James tried to swat Tork away like a pesky
fly. "If you aren't going to help, just go home already!"

   "Well… I can't just leave you alone. It's
dangerous."

   James glanced at the turtle robot. "Oh? I didn't know
you cared."

   "I'm saying it's dangerous for me," said Tork flatly.
"Without the Shell's security forces, this land is no longer safe
to wander."

   "Nothing you say is going to stop me from getting my
daughter back."

   "And nothing you say is going to stop me from trying
to stop you!"

   James sighed. "What's the big deal anyway with
Scendents? Are they really that dangerous? What do they even look
like?"

   Tork shrugged with his small shoulders. "Since they
don't go near the Collector's territory, I've never seen them, but
Bork says they're bad news. And that's all I need to know before
running away in the opposite direction."

   James ignored Tork's constant nagging by turning off
his ears. The joys of having a robot body were indeed much greater
than he had expected, especially since he could silence the
needling pain that pesky, no-good robot turtles brought to his
delicate ears. He continued to follow the tracks left by, what he
presumed to be, Scendents. They spent several hours tracking down
the Scendents, and before they knew it, night fell over the
forest.

   James started to feel hungry. He thought that the
hunger had been disabled, but apparently Bork had reconfigured his
system to work on a timed schedule. Tork suggested he should rest,
but James would have nothing to do with it. Sleeping now would only
slow him down, and the dark clouds loomed overhead, indicating the
possibility of a storm. If it were to rain, the tracks would be
washed away. He didn't want that to happen. He would never lose
this chance… now that he knew his daughter was in the claws of
dangerous creatures.

   Tork tapped James on the head. "Hey, are you listening
to me?"

   James turned on his ears and said, "What?"

   "I sense something ahead. It's got the same signature
as the thing I sensed back when we were at the workers' camp.
There's only one… and it's not moving." Tork pointed to a slope.
"It should be up there."

   "So this could be a stray Scendent?"

   "Maybe."

   "I'm going to sneak up on it. Get behind me and stay
out of sight."

   James climbed up the short hill, keeping close to the
grass and brushing against the leaves. He was pretty loud, but he
hoped that the Scendent was a stupid creature… or at least a deaf
one. As soon as he reached the top, he peered over the grass. And
then he saw it: a small fire. It wasn't what he had expected—and it
brought more questions to his mind. Where Scendents intelligent
creatures? It wasn't an accidental fire; it was a camp fire.

   "What do you think you're doing?" asked a voice behind
him.

   Startled, James spun around and fell on his back.
There before him was a young white-haired man in dark robes.

   "Who are you?" asked James. "What do you want?"

   "Huh?" the man studied James for a moment. "That's
what I should be asking. But since you asked first, I guess I might
as well tell you. The name's Sorren. And I don't really want
anything from you."

   "Sorren? What a strange name. Are you a Myani?"

   "Myani?" Sorren shook his head. "Don't even know what
that is. I'm just human."

   "That's impossible!" James grabbed his arm and pushed
up his sleeves. His arms didn't have any of the strange markings
that Bork had. James looked him in the eye. "Why weren't you
affected by the Myas?"

   "Myas? Okay, I think we need to clear some things up
first," said Sorren. "I don't know anything about this place. So
stop asking me all these complicated questions."

   "Did you just wake up or something?"

   "You could say that," said Sorren. "I was in stasis
for quite a while. Traveling from planet to planet sure takes a
long time."

   "Traveling from planet to planet… " James gawked at
Sorren. "Wha-what? Are you an alien?"

   Sorren smiled mischievously. "That's right."










Chapter 9
Pomato, Totato


   Both of them sitting around the fire, James
explained to Sorren what he was doing out here and about the state
of the world. Sorren stayed quiet, listening very carefully to what
James had to say. While James explained, he observed Sorren's
reactions, looking to see if he was genuinely surprised by what he
was telling him. He still had his doubts. An alien from outer
space? Impossible. He looked totally human… and it would be strange
if aliens were all just human. More than likely, Sorren was either
playing around or lying to hide a secret.

   James fell awkwardly silent, staring into the campfire
as he thought about what Sorren could be hiding.

   Sorren said, "Are you hungry? I've got…
something."

   "Something?" James looked dubiously at the small
cooked glob skewered on a stick. "What exactly is it?"

   Sorren shrugged. "I was hoping you'd tell me before I
took a taste."

   "You were just randomly picking stuff up to
eat?"

   "I don't know anything about this place. But I have to
eat something."

   "Where'd you find it? What if it's like… poop?"

   Sorren sniffed it. "It doesn't stink. It just smells
burnt."

   James turned to Tork and said, "You should know what
it is."

   "Pomato," answered Tork.

   "Pomato?" James said incredulously. "You're not going
to tell me that it's some potato, tomato hybrid, are you?"

   "But it is," said Tork. "It's a very starchy fruit
that grows from vines."

   "We didn't have these things back then," said James.
"Is this also an effect of Myas?"

   "No," said Tork. "Myas doesn't affect plants. This is
a result of experiments on Shell. They've been trying to produce
different food sources. More efficient food sources are needed
since animals can't be found."

   James shook his head. "Pomatoes. Everything's all
screwed up."

   Sorren took a bite of his pomato and didn't look
pleased. "So… do you need food for fuel? I've got a few more
pomatoes if you want to try some."

   "I am hungry," said James. "But I don't think food is
my fuel. It's just for my brain or for blood production. My body
probably runs on Myas cells." He took a raw pomato and looked at
it. Then he opened a small hatch on his chest and stuffed the
pomato inside. The blades in his chest whirred as it blended the
pomato into mush. A small hole beneath the blades sucked up the
mush. "Somehow… that just isn't as satisfying as chewing."

   Sorren grimaced as he chewed. "Trust me. You wouldn't
want to taste this pomato anyway."

   James stood up and brushed off the dried leaves from
his legs. "Thanks for the meal. I'll be going now."

   "So soon? You're not going to rest up first?" asked
Sorren.

   "I can't waste any time. There's no telling what those
Scendents will do with my daughter."

   Sorren tossed aside the burnt food and jumped to his
feet. "Then I'm coming with you."

   "You've got a bone to pick with them too?"

   "Nothing like that." Sorren grinned. "I've just got a
feeling you're going to be doing something really fun."










Chapter 10
Fairy Kingdoms


   In a land far, far away from the Shell existed
three kingdoms: the harsh fire kingdom of Fierus, the turbulent
water kingdom of Aquieus, and the beautiful kingdom of light,
Illuminus. These three kingdoms shared the same land, deep beneath
the surface.

   It is here where our other story begins…

   "All my life… I've been a failure."

   Deep in the lush valley of the kings, a young
dark-haired boy climbed up a huge rock overlooking a small
waterfall. His arms crossed, he stuck out his chest and declared,
"But from now on, things will be different!"

   Another boy in ragged clothing emerged from the bushes
and said, "Who are you talking to?"

   "Ah," said the boy on the rock, "if it isn't my best
friend—what was your name again?"

   "It's Ben. Just Ben. You had so much trouble with my
old name that I had to change it… and you still don't remember
it?"

   "Oh yeah," said the darker boy, pointing at him with a
piercing finger. "Ben. I remember now. You're the one who stole my
lunch money!"

   "That was over ten years ago," said Ben flatly. "We
were like… six years old."

   "So what?" said Serge, indignant. "A crime is a
crime."

   Ben sighed and turned to leave. "Forget it. I'm going
home."

   Serge leaped off the rock and chased after him, "Hey!
Wait! Don't you want to know why I called you here?"

   His eyes narrowing, Ben shot him an uninterested
stare. "No."

   Serge put an arm over Ben's shoulder. "Oh, don't be
like that. I wasn't that serious about the lunch money… you can pay
it back later… with lots of interest."

   Ben glared at Serge.

   "It's a joke!" said Serge. "Man, what's wrong with
you? You act like you've had the worst day ever—"

   Ben's jaw dropped. Then he fell to the ground, his
gloomy face jammed between his knees, unwilling to look at the
world.

   "Whoa… " Serge froze at the sight of his friend curled
up like a ball. "This is more serious than I thought. If it helps,
I'll cancel that lunch money debt."

   "That's not going to help," Ben muttered under his
breath.

   Serge fixed his expression to be extremely serious.
"What's wrong?"

   Ben answered, "Several days ago my mother told me to
go and sell some of our family treasures because we needed the
money for seeds. But when I sold them, I saw an amazing deal with a
golden chicken and decided to go for it, thinking my family would
be pleased. But it turns out… it's just a golden chicken!"

   Serge frowned. "I don't get the joke."

   "It's not a joke," snapped Ben. "I bought a golden
chicken because I thought it'd lay golden eggs, but it doesn't! Now
we have a really expensive chicken that lays normal eggs. I
couldn't get a refund and I've been trying to sell it back
but—"

   "—no one else is that stupid?" Serge finished his
sentence… and Ben hit his incredibly hard head against the dirt in
reply.

   Serge waited for a while, watching his friend mope and
groan and cry out, before asking, "So what's the problem?"

   Ben jumped to his feet and grabbed Serge by the
shoulders, shaking his back and forth to vent his frustration.
"What's the problem? WHAT'S THE PROBLEM? My parents are sending me
into the army! They think I'm a no-good, worthless son that's
better off slaving away somewhere, sending them fat checks without
regard for my own life or safety!"

   Serge smiled. "That's perfect!"

   "It is?"

   "Yeah. Let's both join the army!"

   "But I don't want to join the army!"

   "It's not about what you want. It's about what I
want!"

   "You're not making any sense," said Ben.

   His eyes wide, Serge exclaimed, "Who cares? Let's do
it! Don't you see? This is our way out! We've been stuck in this
rundown village all our lives, scooping horse poop and picking
noses!" He raised his hands high. "It's about time we did
something!"

   "I don't think you understand what the army is like…
"

   Ignoring him, Serge crossed his arms and gazed at the
waterfall. "I've finally figured out what I'm going to do. I'm
going to be a great general, one that will be remembered for all
time! And I'm going to be so powerful that everyone in the three
kingdoms will hear my name and shudder!"










Chapter 11
Caster


Serge and Ben were crawling underneath bushes when Ben finally
asked, "Are you sure this is the right way?"

   "Yeah," Serge replied. "I'm sure. The walls of the
fort should be close."

   "The fort? You told me we were going to join the
army!"

   "We are. We're going to the fort to join the
army."

   When Ben saw the surface of the stonewall a few feet
ahead, he stood up, picking the leaves off his shirt. "You're
really unbelievable, you know that? Everyone knows that you have to
join the army through the recruitment center in town." Ben glanced
at Serge as he got to his feet. "Did you think they'd just let us
in by going to the fort?"

   Serge laughed proudly. "Ha! It seems you're not
thinking straight." Serge put his arm around Ben's neck and pulled
him close. "Listen up, good old friend of mine. Normal people,
average people—they go to the recruitment center. But you and me,
we're not normal."

   Ben raised a brow. "Sometimes I wonder why I'm still
your friend."

   Serge ignored his comment and said, "Think about it.
Okay? If we go to the recruitment center, they're going to put our
names down on some list. We don't want that."

   "We don't?"

   "No, we don't. Because that's a commitment. And we
don't want commitment. Once we commit to it, there's no going back.
We'll be stuck in the army for as long as we sign away for. But if
we sneak into the army… we can leave whenever we want. And
they won't care."

   Ben smacked himself in the forehead. "How are we
supposed to get paid if we sneak into the army?"

   Serge crossed his arms and shook his head
repetitively. "We're not going to get paid. Who cares about money
anyway?"

   Ben raised his hand high. "I do."

   "Didn't you say you'd have to send you money back to
your family anyway?"

   "Yeah."

   "Well, if you have no money, you can't send any
back."

   "Isn't that selfish?"

   "No. If you had money and didn't send any back, that'd
be selfish. This is different."

   "Your logic never makes any sense," said Ben flatly.
"And I have to wonder then… what is the point of joining the army
if we can't earn money from it?"

   Full of enthusiasm, Serge smiled as wide as he could
and answered, "Isn't that obvious? Fame! Fame is greater than
money! I already told you, we're going to be powerful leaders in
the army! We'll do our best to rise to the top! And… if things
don't work out, or become too hard, we'll run away with no
consequence!"

   Ben examined the wall and then looked at Serge with a
blank face. "Fine, since I can't get anything through that thick
skull of yours, I will at least present to you a flaw in your plan.
This is a fort surrounded by an impenetrable stone wall and guards
at every corner. How are we even supposed to sneak in?"

   With a smug grin, Serge waggled his index finger at
Ben and said, "Oh, ye of little faith, how can you still doubt
after all we've been through together?"

   "It's because of all we've been through that I
doub—"

   Serge interrupted him by a show of a small black
object in his hand. "Do you know what this is?"

   Ben glimpsed at the thin, long black object. "A
marker."

   "Yes." Serge nodded. "It's a marker. But it's not just
any marker." Opening his eyes wide, Serge whispered, "It's a magic
marker."

   "You're joking."

   "No, I'm not."

   "Magic markers are really expensive! Did you steal
it?"

   Serge placed a hand on his chest, grimacing. "What a
painful accusation. I would never do something like that. I found
it in the forest."

   "Liar! I bet you 'found it' near someone!"

   "How did you—I mean, of course not." Serge cleared his
throat. "Anyway… I'm just borrowing it. Once I become really
famous, I'm sure all will be forgiven." Then Serge reached into his
pocket and pulled out a small rectangular piece of paper.

   Ben gawked at what Serge had in his hands. "Are you
doing what I think you're doing?"

   "Yes," said Serge, thrusting his magic marker forward
in Ben's face, "I've learned the art of Casters. Watch and be
amazed, my friend."

   After removing the marker cap, Serge whipped his hand
around, writing on the paper with such amazing speed that his hand
was merely a blur. When he was finished, he capped the marker and
slid it back in his pocket. He shoved the paper in Ben's face. Ben
stepped back and gazed at the paper. It now had strange black
symbols and designs painted across. Then, gripping the paper
tightly with his fingers, Serge pushed the paper up against the
stone wall. It lit up for a few seconds, burning in a white fire.
Then it burst apart into ashes, and as it did so, the wall opened
up, as if the stone itself became flexible and was able to stretch
comfortable apart. A small doorway was now there, one that hadn't
existed beforehand.

   Ben couldn't keep his mouth closed at the sight. "You…
you actually did it. You used Anti-law… "

   Serge broke out into a mad, maniacal laughter. He
laughed so much, he almost dislocated his jaw. "That's right! The
great power that only some are gifted in! Anti-law, the power to
defy the laws of nature! As long as you draw on the power of this—"
He raised his black magic marker up high, and it was adorned in the
sunlight like a smooth, shining onyx. "—in combination with sheets
of papers known as Casters, anyone, even those who are not born
with the ability, can use Anti-law!"










Chapter 12
Special Assignment


Clop. Clop. Clop.

   A centaur—the majestic half-man, half-horse
creature—paced to and fro, studying the faces of each new recruit
as they stood at attention in a single line. He had just received
the new bunch of hero-wannabes a few minutes ago and now took the
time to size them up by appearance.

   The group seemed impressive at first glance. There
were some centaurs, some fairies, some trolls, some dwarves and
some elves, but at the far end… were two humans, two scrawny little
kids.

   The centaur stopped and stared at them. Sweating
bullets, Ben tensed up. Their eyes met for just a moment. Nervous,
Ben closed his eyes and thought, He's looking at us! He knows!
What is he going to do to us? Oh, why did I ever go along with
Serge's stupid plan?

   Then the centaur said, "You two. What are your
names?"

   "I'm Serge," replied Serge casually, and he tapped Ben
on the shoulder, "And this is my buddy, Ben." Ben couldn't stop
shaking. The centaur's presence was daunting and fearsome.

   The centaur looked them over once more. "Do you two
think you can handle the rigorous training?"

   "Of course!" Serge grinned confidently. "I can take on
anything!"

   "That's what I like to hear." The centaur smiled. "You
two look special. And for special people… I give special
assignments. Something dreadful has been going on lately in the
fort. I want you two to do some… undercover work. Are you guys
willing?"

   "Willing?" Serge echoed. "We're more than willing!
What an honor! Just tell us the details and we'll do it!"



   Serge sighed. "When he said undercover work… this was
not what I had in mind." He cautiously lifted up the toilet lid.
"OH MY—" Then slammed it back down to shield his eyes from the
scene of gruesome horror below. "Did that really come from… a
living organism?" Serge stroked his chin reflectively. "I can't
believe they're forcing us to clean the bathrooms. I don't think
that horsey likes us."

   Ben stood still, gazing at the ceiling above. "Stars
sure are pretty, aren't they?"

   Curious, Serge looked up at the colorful speckles on
the ceiling, his brow raising. "Stars are pretty. That… whatever
that is… is disgusting."

   Ben lowered his head and turned to Serge with a
disapproving look. "Can we go now? Can we quit? Have you had
enough? Just an hour in and we're already stuck on toilet scrubbing
duty. And it's not normal toilet duty either. He wasn't kidding
about the 'something dreadful' part."

   "No!" shouted Serge, scaring some of the people still
in their stalls. "This is just the beginning! We can't give up so
soon. That's what he wants. We're not going to give him what he
wants."

   "Then?" asked Ben. "Are you going to clean this up?
Are you really going to get to work on this?"

   Serge snickered. "It seems you still don't get how I
think."

   "How can I?" asked Ben. "You're a madman."

   Serge whipped out another Caster.

   Ben rolled his eyes. "You're not going to tell me that
you have a clean-the-bathroom spell."

   "No, I don't have anything that awesome," said Serge.
"I wish I did. But you know those fairy tale stories we used to
read? In those stories people don't clean by themselves. They
always get some extra help."

   "Like?"

   "Like birds and rats. And sometimes… the tools
themselves."

   "I've got a bad feeling about this," said Ben,
stepping back. "Better not try anything."

   "Are you crazy? I'm not going to clean this. I'd be a
terrible friend for making you clean this. What choice do we
have?"

   "Run away."

   "No… " said Serge. "This has to be done!" He quickly
wrote strange symbols on the Caster with his magic marker. The
black ink started to glow. "Hmm… I think that should be right."
Then he flung the Caster at the plunger. "Here we go!
Animation!"

The Caster burst into flames and the sparkling dust rested upon the
plunger on the floor. The plunger stood up on its rubber cup,
looking rather alert. Then it hopped over to Serge and did a quick,
respectful bow.

   "Ha!" Serge beamed at Ben. "See? What did I tell you?
I'm awesome!"

   Ben gawked at Serge. "How did you learn all of the
sequences for these Anti-laws?"

   Serge brushed his nose smugly with a thumb. "I found a
book of them in the forest."

   "Oh. You 'found' a book… the same way you 'found' the
marker."

   "That's right," said Serge. "I've studied long and
hard all of the really cool stuff. I figured we were going to need
all the help we can get."

   The plunger nudged Serge in the knee.

   Serge looked at it. "What is it, girl?"

   "They have genders?" Ben wondered out loud.

   The plunger motioned with its wooden shaft at the
other tools: the buckets, the brooms, the mops, and the brushes
(including the toilet brushes).

   "What?" Serge asked the plunger. "You want me to
animate them too?"

   The plunger became stuck to the ground and wobbled its
shaft back and forth, as if it were nodding.

   Serge scratched his nose. "I don't know… it might be
too much handle… "

   After he said that, two eyes seemed to appear on the
rubber cup of the plunger. Two big, round, tender blue eyes. Eyes
that looked almost as if they were about to cry.

   Ben, after gazing into the plunger's sorrowful eyes,
almost cried too.

   Sniffling, Ben asked, "Why do I suddenly feel so bad
when I didn't even do anything?"

   "Ugh… " Serge groaned at the sight of them in tears.
"All right. All right. I hate it when everyone starts crying. Fine,
I'll animate the rest. It'll probably make the job faster
anyway."

   Serge whipped out several more Casters and quickly
wrote on them before scattering their power across the room. The
other brooms, brushes, mops, plungers and buckets started to shiver
and move. They all opened their eyes and looked around, examining
their surroundings. At first the cleaning tools rejoiced, jumping
up and down with glee and merriment. They danced around, acting all
playful and joyful.

   "Okay, okay," said Serge. "Fun's over. Time to get to
work." He pointed at the stalls. "Get in there and get rid of that
gunk, goo and poo."

   All the tools turned their eyes toward him, staring at
him.

   "W-what?" Serge backed away. "What's with that look?
You heard me. Get to work!"

   Their eyes fierce and determined, they glared at Serge
and then glanced at the doorway.

   "Uh oh… " said Ben. "I don't think they want to do any
toilet scrubbing."










Chapter 13
Messy Hall


Boom! The door to the bathroom flung open! Now full of life and
vigor, mops, brooms, brushes and plungers hopped out into hallways
of the main building.

   "Look at them go!" said Ben, emerging from the
door.

   Serge followed him out and groaned, "What is wrong
with them? They're bathroom tools! They should stay in the
bathroom!"

   "Kind of makes you think, doesn't it?" said Ben,
leaning on the wall and musing.    "When they were
inanimate, they had no choice. Almost like slaves, they were forced
and oppressed to do our bidding. They were doomed to a life of
dealing with icky stuff. And now that they can move… they want to
be free… "

   Serge glared at Ben and snapped, "What the heck is
wrong with you? Sympathizing with a plunger? Are you insane? Doomed
to a life trapped in a toilet? That's what they were made for!
They're not living creatures! Now, come on! Help me stop them
before they cause trouble!"

   But it was too late. Rather than just trying to
escape, the tools were quick to spread havoc and chaos. The
animated tools appeared to want revenge instead of freedom. The
buckets jumped up and covered the heads of some unsuspecting
dwarves, causing them to bump helplessly against the walls and each
other. The brooms and mops flailed their heads wildly about,
swatting hapless fairies like flies. Some trolls were minding their
own business, chatting amongst themselves, when toilet brushes came
flying into their large mouths. Most of the soldiers here were
young, fresh recruits. Unable to handle the situation, they fled
for their lives, bumping and crashing into one another.

   "Stop it right now!" Serge yelled at the mops with a
reproachful look. "Get back in the bathroom!"

   One of the mops turned to him and stared.

   "You understand, don't you?" said Serge. "I animated
you. You should listen to me!"

   Then the mop knocked him across the head. It wasn't a
hard or painful blow, but the brown and black juice that splattered
from its threads were now dripping down his face. Serge froze up in
terror as the nasty juices continued to stream down his
cheeks.

   Sputtering the foul liquids from his lips, Serge
scrambled away on his hands and feet, looking apprehensively at the
mop. "Stop right now, or I'll break off the animation!"

   The mop advanced as he retreated, not at all disturbed
by his threats. Ben ran to his aid, preparing to defend himself
with a mop he found in the janitor's closet.    Then
the mop stopped moving.

   Serge, quickly cleaning his face with his sleeve, rose
to his feet. "Good job, Ben. I see you found a hostage."

   "A hostage?" Ben looked at his lifeless mop and said,
"Oh… yeah… a hostage… "    Then he turned to Serge.
"What are you waiting for? Hurry up and shut them down! Turn them
off! Take them out!"

   Serge stared at Ben for a few seconds. "How?"

   "Why are you asking me? You're the expert! This is
your anti-law!"

   "Yeah, but I don't know how to stop the
anti-law."

   "WHAT? Didn't you just threaten it a moment
ago?"

   "A threat is a threat. What else am I supposed to say?
'Stop… or else… nothing'? Of course I have to act like I can do
something."

   Ben smacked himself in the forehead and sighed.
"Always. Always. This always happens!"

   "Ah, but don't worry. The effects of the casters don't
really last as long as real anti-law. It should only last a few
minutes. I think."

   "So what? We're going to have to kidnap and lock them
up until then?"

   Serge suddenly let loose a sinister grin, rubbing his
hands together, and said darkly, "Now that sounds like a plan! Take
some of them hostage, force them to surrender and lock them up!
Don't let any escape!"

   "Don't ever grin like that again. You are freaking me
out," said Ben. As Ben and Serge were discussing their plans to
handle the situation, two buckets had sneaked up from behind and,
with a high jump, sharply came down on their heads.

   "I can't see!" shouted Ben.

   "Whaaat's going on?" screamed Serge, his voice echoing
off the metal pail.

   The two of them ran into each other and banged their
heads together, the pails flying off. Then they both landed on
their bottoms, dazed and dizzy. After they rested for a moment,
their vision slowly becoming clearer, they saw a peculiar sight: a
huge centaur with a really long nose was standing over them.

   "You idiots!" he heard the centaur mumble. "How hard
can it be to clean a bathroom? What is this mess that you two
idiots have conjured up?"

   Serge stared at the centaur, blinking. It took a
while, but his vision finally became focused. And when it did, he
realized that the centaur did not have a long nose. No. It was a
plunger. The plunger was stuck on his face and he had no luck
getting it off.

   "Uh… is that you, sir?" Serge asked warily.

   "YES!" the centaur growled. "Now I want you to come to
my office! We have some things we must discuss in private!"

   Something caught Serge's eye. He looked past the
centaur and saw a lady come down the corridor. She approached them.
Then she snapped her fingers and a brief red spark flashed from her
finger tips as she did so. A strange red streak of light left her
fingers and wrapped around all of the animated tools. One by one,
the tools fell to the ground, lifeless once again.

   The plunger came off the centaur's face with a loud
pop and dropped to the floor. When Serge saw the centaur's face
seething red with anger and humiliation, he wished the plunger
would hop back on.

   The elegant woman said, "Who is responsible for
this?"

   The centaur was quick to point the finger at the two
boys. "THEM! THEY ARE RESPONSIBLE! JUST LOOK AT THIS MESS!"

   She looked around. Soldiers were terrified. Some of
them had fainted. Others were huddled in corners. A disgusting mess
had stained the floors, walls and ceilings with dreary-colored
splotches. A nefarious odor had made its way down the hall. Almost
everyone was retching and vomiting from the putrid smells and
puddles.

   "I will deal with them," said the lady icily. "Bring
them to my carriage. I know just the punishment for these…
disappointments."










Chapter 14
The Punishment


The centaur dragged the two boys out of the fort and heaved them
into the carriage parked by the stone walls. Before Serge and Ben
could try to escape, he slammed the door closed and locked it
up.

   Feeling really relieved to have them off his hands,
the centaur called out to them, "Have a good time!" And then he
trotted happily back into the base.

   Dejected, Ben took a seat and sighed, looking around
the vehicle. The windows were barred and the walls were reinforced
with metal bars too.

   Serge rushed to the door and slammed his shoulder
against it repeatedly. His attempts to break it down were
useless.

   Ben said, "Just stop. You're just going to break your
shoulder."

   Serge stopped, much to Ben's surprise, as this was the
first time Serge had ever listened to Ben.

   "I almost forgot I had these," said Serge, pulling out
a caster. "This won't be a problem at all." He drew on it and threw
the caster against the door… and it bounced off. Serge gaped at the
caster as it fizzled.

   Ben smiled. "Probably not the best time, but… I told
you so."

   Serge glared back at him. "What's that supposed to
mean?"

   "It means you never listen to me. I told you this was
a bad idea. And now we're in serious trouble and you can't even
rely on those casters anymore. Face it, Serge. We're
screwed."

   "You're just jealous."

   Ben scoffed, "Of what? Of you being an idiot?"

   Serge groaned, "Just… don't say another word. I've had
enough of your whining."

"You think I like to whine? I'm always whining because you're
always doing stupid stuff that gets the both of us in
trouble!"

   "Just shut up!" Serge spat angrily. "I know I screwed
up! I know I always screw up!" He clenched his fist and punched the
door as hard as he could. "That's probably why I was abandoned in
the first place! Because I always… " His voice tailed off.

   They fell silent. In their silence both of them were
looking in opposite directions, carefully avoiding each other's
gaze.

   Finally Ben said, "Serge, why are you making us go
through so much trouble? Just tell me the truth."

   "I… no… you don't want to know. It's stupid."

   "I want to know," said Ben. "I'm your best friend.
We've been through everything together. I've never seen you so…
desperate for something. The only reason I've been listening to all
of your unreasonable demands… is because we're friends. But right
now… I don't get it. If you don't tell me straight up why you keep
putting me through hell… I'm leaving."

   "Then leave! See if I care!" Serge said, "If you can
find a way out of here, then that'll be just great!"

   The door opened up and the woman entered.

   After closing the door, she sat down. "You guys are
much grumpier than I expected. And that's understandable…
especially since I've learned the truth about you two. Can you
imagine my surprise when I looked for your records and found
nothing?"

   "Please," said Ben. "We didn't mean any harm."

   "That excuse would only work if you were less than
ten-years-old," she replied. "You two are old enough to understand
that, regardless of intent, going against the rules is
unacceptable. Sneaking into our facility and to go as far as posing
as soldiers… that is truly a crime."

   Ben said, "So… we're going to jail?"

   "Nothing that simple," said the woman. "I'm going to
give you an opportunity to work for us as punishment. We've noticed
strange activities in Illuminus. We need men on the inside. We need
you to go into Illuminus and find out what they're up to. Do
whatever it takes to gain their trust. We will handle all the
paperwork for your citizenship." She paused. "And if you think you
can just run away, think again. I know that you in particular," she
pointed at Ben, "have family here. If you don't want trouble… you
will do as we say."

   Ben whispered to Serge, "Is she blackmailing
us?"

   Serge shrugged. "Probably."

   "So… " The woman grinned wryly. "Shall we head there
now?"










Chapter 15
Lakeside


James, Sorren and Tork followed the tracks of the Scendents as
far as they could. By noon they reached a lake. The tracks stopped
right at the shore.

   "They must have crossed the lake." James looked out
across the lake. The lens in his eyes adjusted until he could see
far, far away. There was another forest on the other side. But
there was nothing special that he could see. Just trees.

   "How?" asked Sorren. "I don't see any boats, do
you?"

   "I don't see any either," said James. "But maybe they
swam across."

   "I thought we were looking for kidnappers. That'd be
quite a feat to take a bunch of captives across a lake just by
swimming."

   "They could always resort to threats."

   Sorren nodded. "True. But the lake looks deep as
well."

   James tried to look through the water of the lake, but
it was too murky to see anything past the surface. "You think they
went under?"

   "Under. Across. I'd say both possible. It's not like
we're dealing with anything normal here."

   "All right," said James. "Tork should fly across the
lake and do a sweep of the area. I'll go under."

   "And I'll just watch you guys from here," Sorren
added.

   "Wait," said Tork. "I agreed to follow you around, but
I'm not going to waste my energy going across a huge lake."

   "The faster we find my daughter, the faster you will
get to go home," said James.

   "I know," said Tork, "but that is one huge lake. I'm
going to need more payment for my services."

   "Payment? We never agreed to payment in the first
place! Trying to swindle me in my time of need?"

   Tork shrugged. "It's a living. I'm not doing this
stuff for free, you know."

   "I don't even have anything to give you."

   "It doesn't have to be now. There's a lot of stuff
from the Shell that I want."    Tork snorted, "So,
here's the deal: for every time I do something for you, you're
going to owe me more."

   "Whatever," said James with some resentment. "Just
help me find my daughter, and I'll give you everything I possibly
can when we return, okay?"

   "Okay!" Tork turned on his engine and started
hovering. And then he shot off like a rocket, gliding across the
surface of the water, splitting the lake down the center.

   "What a messed up robot," James muttered under his
breath. "But I don't care. I'll sacrifice my own life if I have
to—just to make sure my daughter is safe and sound."

James stepped into the lake and Sorren said, "Will you be okay
underwater?"

   "I think so. The only issue is oxygen. I don't know
how much this body stores or how much my brain needs. But I'm sure
it should warn me if it gets too low."

   "Good luck then."

   Sorren watched as James walked deeper and deeper into
the lake, his head disappearing under the water. This might
take a while, thought Sorren. I guess I'll just take a
nap.

   Sorren pulled his hood over his head and lay down to
rest. He unhooked the sword and sheath from the strap across his
body and kept the sword close to his chest, hugging it while he
closed his eyes.

   An hour passed. Yet there was no sign of the others.
Sorren started to get worried. Slosh. Splash. Sorren heard the
sounds of water behind him.

   "Finally," said Sorren, turning around. "You sure took
your sweet time."

   SWOOSH! Something large flew toward him. Startled,
Sorren rolled along the ground and hopped to his feet.

   "What is that?" Sorren studied the large object for a
moment. It looked like a giant hand was sticking out of the water,
reaching onto land. Then another giant hand came out, clawing the
sandy shore. And lastly, the rest of the body emerged from the
lake, a surge of water streaming down its sides. The creature had a
stout chest and a small waist. Its head was shrunken in, almost
like it had no neck. Its arms and thighs were thin, but its
forearms and feet were huge and bulky. Sorren didn't know what to
make of it.

   "And what are you supposed to be?" Sorren asked the
creature.

It didn't respond with words. It simply attacked Sorren, stretching
out its hand to grab him. Sorren jumped out of the way and
unsheathed his sword.

   "Well then," he said. "I'll just have to reply in
kind."










Chapter 16
Underwater


James raced across the lake floor, his vision clouded with the
murkiness that filled the whole lake. Though he couldn't see very
far, he moved rather quickly, combing the ocean floor extensively
for any possible sign of his daughter.

   He was surprised to see that the lake actually had
life. There were many big and small fishes swimming around him. The
effects of Myas must not have affected marine life, he
thought.

   Abruptly, he ran straight into something—clang!—and
fell on his back. He sat up and looked ahead. The sight stunned
him. There was nothing there! He rose to his feet and walked
forward, his hands stretched out. Running his fingers through the
water, he came across something solid. But it wasn't a normal
feeling. It was perfectly smooth.

   "What is this?" he asked, pressing his hands against
it, looking like a mime pushing against an invisible wall.

   The whole thing seemed suspicious. There must be some
secret here, he decided.

Then something showed up in the water: an opening—a door of some
sort. James ducked into the sand and studied the opening. He
quickly came to the conclusion that there was a facility or a
building here that was camouflaged and impossible to see with the
naked eye.

   A giant stepped out of the opening, looked left and
right, and then turned around, heading back inside. When it turned,
James hopped up on its back, hitching a ride.

As James clung onto its clothes, he observed his
surroundings.

The giant crossed a long corridor. The lake was visible through the
glass windows.    James was in shock. The facility
was huge! He had thought it would be a small place, but the
hallways never seemed to end.

   The giant entered into a room and the automatic metal
doors closed behind him.

Things were not looking good. James didn't know what to do. There
was no place for him to escape.

   "You can get off now," said the giant.

   James jumped off his back and said, "So you
knew."

   The giant faced him and James was able to see the
giant up close. The giant was about twelve feet tall and wore a
large black wetsuit. He had a big round belly, a huge nose and
plenty of prickly, protruding nose hairs.

   "So, what's your deal?" asked the giant. "What have
you come here for?"

   "I'm looking for my daughter," said James. "Have you
seen her? She's a Cyber like me but with very dark designs."

   The giant stroked his chin. "I'm sorry. I don't have
good memory. I may have seen… or I may not have. But there was a
huge haul that arrived today."

   "A haul?"

   "Yes. Many were captured."

   "You captured them?" James wondered.

   "No. My masters captured them."

   "Who are your masters?"

   "Do you not know where you are?" asked the
giant.

   "No clue."

   "This is the Cheval Pirates home. Many come to see and
buy their plunder."

   "Pirates?" James said, "Buy their plunder? Then my
daughter will be sold?"

   "If your daughter is among the plunder, yes, it will
be sold."

   "Can you take me to her?"

   The giant nodded. "I can show you to the main hall,
but first you must answer my question."

   "Ask away."

   "What is daughter?" asked the giant.

   "Huh?" James raised his brow. "I don't understand your
question."

   "Tell me," said the giant, "what is daughter? I've
never heard of such."

   James studied the giant, wondering if he was serious.
"It's like a female child."

   "Child?"

   James waved his hands around in hopes that body
language would make things clearer. "You know, like when you have
children… offspring… "

   "Ahh… I know of offspring. The fishes can have
offspring. I was unaware you could have them too. And you call them
children?"

   "Yes. And when it's a girl, you call her daughter. And
a boy, you call a son."

   "Wow. That's amazing. So you have a daughter!"

   "Yeah… " James paused. "But don't you have a father or
mother?"

   The giant scratched his head. "I don't know. I don't
remember. My memory is little."

   "But you had to… I mean, we all come from somewhere.
We don't just randomly show up."

   The giant shrugged. "I have lived long time. Don't
remember. All I know is that I'm guardian."

   "Guardian?"

   "I'm guardian of the lake. I have lived here forever…
I don't know how I got here."

   "How does a guardian of a lake end up as slave to a
bunch of pirates?"

   "I am not slave!" The giant shouted, "I am helper!
They give me many things. I help them and they help me. I am not
slave! I AM NOT SLAVE!"

   "Okay! Okay!" James motioned for him to calm down. "I
was just assuming. Sorry."

   Even though the giant's face remained in a scowl, he
said, "Come. I take you to see your daughter."










Chapter 17
Party Central


James followed the giant through the many hallways of the
underwater home of the pirates. The giant did not say much and
James knew why. It was obvious from the giant's scowl that he was
still not happy about being called a slave. Now James started to
get worried. If the giant was unhappy, what could keep him from
leading James into a trap?

   James thought of a way to make the giant happy again.
But he wasn't sure what to do. After all, he didn't know the giant
and so he knew nothing about his interests or his likes and
dislikes. James only knew how to make Alicia happy.

   Ice cream. A walk in the park. Inviting her friends
over to play.

   But then again… that was nearly twenty years ago.
Nothing was relevant anymore.

Oh, Alicia. I hope you're all right. I am the worst father in
the world. I only hope that I can rescue you in time.

As the two of them went down the hall, a Cyber walked past them and
shot a glimpse at James.

   When the Cyber disappeared around the corner, James
asked the giant, "Is it really okay for me to be here?"

   "Aren't you a client?"

   "Uh… yes. I suppose so. I do want to buy my daughter
back."

   "All clients are okay. That's what masters say."

   "Can't argue with that logic.

   The giant stopped at a door and slammed his forehead
against the wall.

   James jumped. "W-what are you doing?"

   The giant turned to James with a wide grin on his face
and gestured with his thumb to the wall. "Look!"

   James looked. A… print of his forehead showed up on
the wall. Then the door slid open, and the way into a huge hall
full of people was before him.

   "It's my key," the giant said joyfully. "Masters gave
me key. I use my head to unlock doors."

   "Oh… I see," said James slowly. "It's like an ID
system using like a finger print… except… it's a forehead… print."
Then James looked at the newly formed bruise on the giant's head.
"You know—I think I may have figured out why your memory is so
'little.'" James paused as he gazed at the giant's semi-toothless
grin. At least the giant was happy about something. "Never mind,
thanks for bringing me here."

   The giant nodded and left him, going back down the
hall.

   James entered the room. As soon as he did so, he felt
the tremendous force push him back. It was the force of their
boisterous laughter and singing. Everyone was going crazy. Some
Myanis were dancing at the bar, kicking mugs across the room. Some
Cybers were arm-wrestling over a small table, which seemed to James
like a fruitless endeavor. Over by the corner two bots were
slugging each other with their man-made fists, much to the applause
and cheering of the spectators around them.

   A Cyber wearing a black dress approached him and said,
"Hey there, handsome. Haven't seen you around before." The Cyber
ran its hand across his chest. "You're so… polished and so… basic.
Not even a single decal." The Cyber giggled. "I like that."

   James gawked at the Cyber hitting on him. "Um… thanks?
Before I ask you some important questions, I must first ask: are
you a guy or a girl?"

   The Cyber glared at him and then pushed him away, with
its imaginary nose up in the air.

   James blinked. "What? It's a legitimate
question."

   He headed for the bar. A bot was serving drinks at the
counter. He wanted to sit down and chat with the bartender but all
of the bar stools were taken. One of the people sitting there, a
Myani, was incredibly drunk and about to pass out. Seeing that the
Myani was pretty unaware of his surroundings, James decided to
politely remove him from the seat… by way of bumping into the chair
so hard that the man would tip over.

   He glanced at the man from the corner of his eye to
make sure the man wasn't stirring and said coolly, "Thanks for
offering me the seat." Sitting down on the now open stool, he
tapped his fist against the counter in an attempt to get the
bartender's attention. The service bot wheeled on over and placed
before him what looked like a mug. James picked up the mug and
examined it. The top was covered up with a glassy material, giving
off the illusion of a liquid, and right at the edge of the cup was
flat piece of metal sticking out of the top, looking almost like a
tongue.

   James wasn't sure what was going on… so he waited for
the bartender to say something first.

   The bartender tapped its lanky robot fingers on the
counter and asked, "What'll it be?"

   "I don't care," said James. "Just give me what's
considered best around here."

   The bartender grabbed a blue square-shaped module,
something similar to a video game cartridge, and inserted it into
the slot at the bottom of his mug. The little tongue of the cup
then lit up.

   James glanced over at another Cyber to see how they
used this strange computerized mug. He discovered that they just
stick the tongue into a slot just below the chin. James searched
the bottom of his chin for a hole and he found it.

I hope I'm doing this right… 'cause this is just WEIRD.
When he inserted the metal into his chin, he bolted upright. He
began to taste something. It was something dark, ominous,
bittersweet… and burning. He immediately took it out and stared at
the mug. "Another emulation… but of what? Is this even a natural
flavor?" But he was intrigued. And so he took another "sip." And
then another. And another. Each time his fingers trembled with
excitement… and his mind became hazy. Even his vision started
rippling and creasing.

   "This is amazing!" He gasped… and hiccuped. But before
he got carried away, he decided to question the service bot about
his daughter.

   "Heeeey, youu there-re-re." Then, realizing his speech
was slurring, James said, "Hurgh? W-waaats goooing on-on-on-on-on—"
He smacked himself in the head to stop speaking. "Gawrsh… Messessed
uppah… rear gute." He pointed at the bartender, but somehow his
finger ended up in the neighboring ear hole of the Myani beside
him.

   The stout Myani, dark and terrifying, with a beard
bigger than his face, grabbed James by the neck. "WHAT'S THE BIG
IDEA?"










Chapter 18
Captive


_"Let that man go," said a voice from behind.

   The Myani looked back and saw a Cyber approaching
them. It was Alicia.

   Alicia told the Myani, "I know him. Let him go."

   The Myani glimpsed at Alicia for a few seconds. He
hesitated, but eventually gave in. "Fine." Then he tossed James
aside and left.

   Alicia walked up to James and examined him. "Are you
all right?"

   James, still woozy, shook his head.

   "It'll pass," she said. "A few sips of the drug won't
last long." She gestured toward the stool. "Please, take a seat.
It's best to stay seated until you can move properly."

   James nodded slowly. After avoiding the strange drug,
James started to think clearly again. At that moment, he was quite
shocked to see that Alicia was fine.

   "Alicia!" James said. "You're okay! They didn't hurt
you, did they?"

   Alicia laughed at her father's concern. "No, no. They
haven't hurt me in any way. They've been quite kind."

   "Kind?" James looked around at the unruly bunch.
"These numskulls? Didn't they capture you? Aren't they planning on
selling you?"

   "They don't need to sell me. They already decided to
have me work here," she replied. "But it's not too bad. Compared to
my usual routine on Shell, it's quite the breath of fresh
air."

   James had small holes in his head that allowed him to
breathe in oxygen and scents. The odor of the place was truly
horrendous—suffocating even. Even though he knew she wasn't
speaking literally, he couldn't comprehend how she could even come
up with the thought of fresh air in a stinky place of foul stenches
of sweat and belches.

   "Is that so?" he casually said. "Well, I'm here now.
And I'm going to find a way to get you out of here."

   "It's not that easy," said Alicia. "You should just go
back. I can give you some directions—"

   "No." James shook his head. "Do you know what I've
been through to get here? I'm not leaving without you."

"Please—"

"No."

"Dad!"

   "I said no!" James became stern. "If you're not
leaving, I'm not leaving."

Alicia sighed. "Since you're going to be stubborn about it, you
might as well ask to see if they'll allow you to work here
too."

   "Who should I speak with?" James asked.

   Alicia pointed across the room. In the far corner was
a young blond-haired Myani lounging in a booth by himself, sipping
from a mug. James went over to him, careful to avoid bumping into
any of the barbaric pirates.

   The Myani put the mug down and looked up at James.
"What do you want?"

   "Are you in charge here?" James asked.

   The Myani nodded, putting his feet up against the
table. "You must be new." He gestured to the open seat. "Sit
down."

   James sat across from the human. "I need to speak to
you about my daughter."

   The Myani shrugged. "Who's your daughter?"

   "A Cyber you captured recently." James pointed her out
from the crowd. "Her name is Alicia."

   "I see." The Myani took a big gulp of ale. "What about
her?"

   "Is it possible for her to have her freedom?"

   "Her freedom?" The Myani paused. "Freedom has a high
price."

   "Enslavement has a higher price," said James
coolly.

   At that the Myani grinned. "We have it tough down
here. You people from the Shell are clueless about our
circumstances. You see us as criminals. I suppose we are. But
that's because we need all the help we can get."

   "They don't have to be enslaved—"

   "Of course they do!" The Myani took his feet of the
table and leaned forward. "If we don't keep their leashes tight,
they'll run and never return."

   "Then why don't you just go back to the Shell?"

   The Myani scratched the stubble around his chin. "Why
don't you hold your breath forever? Same reason. Suffocation." The
Myani waved his hand across the room. "Everyone here ran away from
the Shell… because we were suffocating there. We needed freedom. We
will never go back."

   "Then what kind of help do you need? Can't you just
build bots for that?"

   "Bots will never be able to fill the shoes of humans,"
he replied. "Bots are fine for grunt work. But for everything
else—we need people. Take Alicia, for example. She's a pretty nice
girl. Pretty smart too. She manages the bots well. And she sweet
talks the customers, keeps them happy. A bot just isn't the
same."

   "So there's no way for me to buy her freedom," said
James gravely.

   "I didn't say that. I only said that it has a high
price." The Myani grinned, revealing a full set of gold teeth. "Are
you willing to do anything?"

   "I'll do anything," said James.

   "Good." The Myani held out his hand. "I'm Ghast."
James shook it.

Ghast said, "We need entertainment. And you fit the bill."

   "Entertainment?" James wondered, "Is this a comedy
club?"

   Ghast burst out into laughter. "Ha ha, no! By heavens,
no! No place for comedians here." Then he gestured toward the stage
area. "Get on the stage. You're going to be fighting—to the
death."










Chapter 19
Blink


"A deathmatch? I see," said James. "So that's the kind of sport
you have down here. But… there has to be something else we can
agree on."

   Ghast chuckled. "No. Do it or get out."

   "I'll do it," said James quickly. "Just give me a day
to prepare."

   "Prepare?"

   "Yes. I'm not really accustomed to fighting. It'll
make the match more interesting. It'd be boring if I went down
quickly, wouldn't it?"

   Ghast looked at James, studying him for a moment and
said uncertainly, "I suppose… "

   "Good." James nodded and shook Ghast's hand. "It's
decided then. I'll do it tomorrow night. Same place. Same time."
Then he stood up and left the table.

   "Hey," Ghast called out.

   James glanced back.

   "You'd better make it worth the wait," said Ghast in a
dark tone.

   "Sure thing."



A deathmatch didn't seem or sound like a good thing. He had no
chance of winning and his daughter certainly wouldn't approve. That
is why James decided on another plan: to escape with his daughter
while the pirates were asleep.

   He took one of those fake mugs and sat down in a booth
of his own. Then, he just waited, watching as many drunkards passed
out on the floor.

   He hadn't rested recently and, though his body was
still able to keep going without a hitch, the same couldn't be said
for his brain. Even sitting up straight, his vision would sometimes
go black.

   Hours passed. The "party" seemed to never truly end.
But for the most part the population was dwindling. Many had fallen
asleep at their seats.

   James released a yawn from his imaginary lips and
tried to rub his eyes out of old habit. It was getting harder and
harder to stay awake.

   When James saw that the hall was quieting down, he
decided to stand up and lean against the wall. He looked at Alicia;
she was busy cleaning the tables. He kept his eye on her.

   The lights in the hall dimmed and the music was turned
off. James closed his eyes for a moment… and when he opened his
eyes again… something was wrong. Alicia was gone! He looked around.
Even though there were still plenty of people sleeping on the floor
and tables, the place had already been cleaned up.

   He had fallen asleep in the blink of an eye and hadn't
realized it! And now Alicia was gone. Where did she go?

   James slowly tiptoed over the bodies by his feet,
searching around for her whereabouts.

   "Where do you think you're going?" he heard someone
say.

   Fearing the worst, James swung his head around. He
sighed in relief when he realized it was just a Myani talking in
his sleep.

   He took a deep breath and continued to sneak across to
the bar. Even the service bots were gone now. He remembered Ghast
saying something about Alicia being in charge of maintaining the
bots. It was then that he considered the possibility that Alicia
could be staying with the bots in some sort of quarters for slaves
or servants. But first he needed to find out where such a place
would be.

   He crawled behind the bar and found some tracks along
the ground. They were like skid marks, possibly left by some bots
that had wheels.

   James traced the path, careful not to disturb anyone,
and found that they ended up going straight into a wall at the back
of the room by the stage.

   James examined the wall. There was a shimmering panel
at about chest level. It was then that he remembered how the giant
had slammed his forehead against such a panel to open the other
door. There must be a door here, he figured. But how was he going
to get inside? He no longer had the giant, and surely, his forehead
would be denied.

   James whirled around. While his forehead probably
wouldn't work… there was bound to be one that would work among this
room full of sleeping pirates.

   James stealthily picked up a pirate and carefully
placed his head against the panel.

   It flashed red and did not open.

   James groaned softly. With much effort he set the man
aside and reached for another. This one didn't work either.

   James kept going. He would pick up a pirate, Myani or
Cyber, and haul them to the panel. He only hoped they wouldn't wake
up anytime soon.

   After much experimentation, the door finally slid
open. He placed the Myani down in the neat pile of pirates he had
created on the stage, and then he went in.










Chapter 20
Sneak


Passing over the threshold of the door, James entered into a
dimly lit corridor. A sudden scrape echoed behind him. Surprised,
he threw a glance back. It was just the sound of the door closing.
And after the door had closed, there was even less light to go
around this very dark hall.

   His vision adjusted to the low light and he could see
clearly with the night vision. However, the scene before him was
now displayed in monochrome and still left an eerie impression,
especially now that he was all alone.

   If this was some sort of restricted area, it'd be best
not to be noticed. So even though it appeared empty, James decided
to walk very quietly.

   Carefully placing each step, James observed his
surroundings. Giant capsule-shaped machines were along the walls on
either side. It was a bit hard to tell at first what they were. He
thought that maybe they were refrigerators or even quite possibly
just decorations. But then he peered through a slit of one of the
machines and was surprised to find a robot inside.

   Must be some sort of storage for the bots, he
thought. I wonder if Alicia is locked inside one of these
things.

   He started from the first machine and looked through
each one. He needed to muster up a bit of courage before looking
inside. The place was spooky enough and it was scary to have to
look into these dark objects without knowing what to expect.

Hisssss.

   James jumped in fright. The hissing sound came from a
pipe above him. He hadn't noticed it before, but there were many
pipes and valves overhead. It was quite strange to have such a deep
fear and yet not have a true beating heart.

   James moved onto the next machine. He stooped to peer
inside. It was pure white! He couldn't see anything at all! Was
there a bright light inside? Or was there something wrong with his
vision?

   James backed away. It occurred to him that it couldn't
possibly be a bright light. Otherwise, he would be able to see the
light seeping through the cracks. But there was nothing of the
sort.

   Then James decided to examine it once more. This time,
however, he saw something slightly different. Though there was
still mostly a white color, he also saw two black dots. They looked
like little eyes… that were even blinking.

   James stepped away from the machine, scratching his
head. What exactly was inside? It looked very different from all of
the other machines. And bots didn't need to blink. Could it be some
sort of living creature?

   "Whooo areee youuu?" said a ghastly
voice.

James straightened up. Rigidly he glanced left and right.

"W-who said that?" he demanded to know.

Then, all of a sudden, he started hearing strange whispers in the
air around him.



"There's still someone here… "

"Why is he awake?"

"How strange… We should silence him… "

"Should… we… take him with us?"



   James staggered back, his head literally spinning
around and around like a merry-go-round. "W-what is going on here?
Who's talking? Who's there?" With his rapid three-sixty view of the
chilling room, he finally detected something strange.

   His eyes fell upon on a white spot on the floor. It
began as a small white spot, like a stain on the floor. But it
steadily grew and rose up from the ground, taking shape in a white
mist.

   The white creature that emerged had the appearance of
a small fox with three eyes on its face and seven tails on its end.
It smiled at James, unveiling a terrifying black mouth of
nothingness.

   Then it said, "Please… be silent… as we take you with
us… "



   "Oh… this… " said James wearily, staring wide-eyed at
the weird white creature that had passed through the hard floor
surface. "You've got to be kidding me! I've got no time for ghosts
trying to spirit me away!"










Chapter 21
Interference


James turned his head around and noticed the white creatures
moving through the walls, parts of their bodies popping in and out.
They were all over the walls and the ceiling. His artificial heart
pumping like crazy, James ran ahead and leaped over the white
fox.

   "Don't let him get away!" the fox rasped.

   He was moving as fast as his legs could carry him.
Then he began to slow down. Wondering if his body was just worn
out, he glimpsed across his arms and legs. A weird fog was
surrounding him. He jerked his arm and the fog dissipated.

   "What is this stuff?" he muttered.

   He looked up. The hallway didn't look normal anymore.
There were hundreds of white tentacles, like that of an octopus,
waving back and forth, as though seeking something to
entangle.

   James let out a war cry and charged straight, hoping
they were all just merely an illusion. However, as he hit them dead
on, he felt like he was running through a massive spiderweb. The
freakish, ghostly tentacles were coiling around him, grabbing hold
of his neck and his limbs. James lurched forward, fighting to break
free from their semisolid, semitransparent parts. He pushed and he
pushed, not willing to stop for a moment, afraid of being ensnared
to the point of helplessness.



Finally, upon reaching the end of the corridor, he broke free and
fell into the room ahead. The door automatically closed behind him.
He had fallen flat on his face, but nothing hurt, of course. Then
he easily picked himself back up and found himself in the small
living quarters of a few Cybers. His daughter was among them and
she jumped out of her bed, shocked to see that her father had burst
into the room.

   "What are you doing here?" she asked.

   "No time to explain!" James grabbed her by the arm and
pulled. She wouldn't budge.

   "I already told you to just forget about me!"

   James tugged, but she seemed impossible to move. "And
I'm telling you I would rather die than to run away as my daughter
is forever enslaved by these crooks!" As he kept pulling on her
arm, he longed for the days when he could simply carry her away.
Now, with her robotic body, she was equal in strength.

   "Dad… " she groaned. "You're making this harder than
it needs to be. I'm okay with staying here… "

   "But I'm not okay with it!" James shouted. "I don't
want to lose you again… and again… and again!"

   Alicia said softly, "You're not going to lose me. I'll
just be here. And I'll be fine. You can come back and visit me
anytime."

   James hesitated to reply. "B-but what about those
ghosts?"

   She raised a brow. "Ghosts? What ghosts?"

   James pointed toward the wall behind her. She looked
back over her shoulder. That was when she saw the head of the fox
sticking out of the wall.

   Alicia stiffened at the sight. "W-what is that?" she
asked, her voice trembling.

   "A ghost," said James. "Most likely."

   She turned to him with her eyes wide open and said,
"Okay! I changed my mind! Let's go home!"










Chapter 22
Project


Meanwhile, somewhere near the center of the Shell, inside a
massive cylindrical tower, a male Myani was walking quickly through
the hall, taking short and fast steps. He was in a hurry, but was
too lazy to run. As he hurried, he ran his fingers through his
neatly-ironed uniform, brushing off any pieces of lints that
sullied his appearance.

   He arrived in front of an armed Cyber and a large
guard bot. This area of the tower was filled with heavy
surveillance; security cameras covered every inch of the
floor.

   Even before the Myani said anything, the Cyber said to
him, "It's already that time of the week? Time sure flies."

   The Myani nodded, sighing. "Yes. It does. And things
are only getting worse."

   The Cyber chuckled. "I don't envy you, that's for
sure. Any good news this week?"

   "None," he replied. "More Myas reactors lost. More
civilians lost. Production has been dropping quite rapidly.
Terrible news all around." He quickly placed his hand on the wall
and the wall opened up.

   "Good luck," said the Cyber.

   The Myani nodded wordlessly and proceeded through the
hole in the wall, heading into a dark corridor. There were lights
on the ground—small blue lights that formed a pathway. As he
followed this wide path, the lights around him would slowly flicker
on. Then he crossed a massive steel bridge suspended over the dark
abyss. The path ended at a large chair—a throne situated in the
center of this massive space.

Here in this place were many floating holograms detailing the
various areas of Shell and beyond. A beautiful young woman sat on
the throne, waving her hands at the holograms, commanding them to
show her anything she wished to see at her whim.

   The Myani stopped before getting too close to the
throne. He waited there quietly.

   "What are you waiting for?" the woman asked. "Come to
me."

   Trembling, the Myani took little baby steps toward the
throne, keeping his gaze on the floor. Then, when he stood before
her, he looked up at her. Her beauty was mesmerizing as always,
having almost an unnatural quality to it. Unlike the other Myanis,
she had no signs of having been contaminated by the Myas; her
smooth skin and complexion was not tainted by marks of green. Her
bright rose-colored hair was iridescent, shimmering from the glow
of the holograms that swarmed around her.

   She tucked her long hair behind her ears and asked the
Myani, "Virgil, make your report."

   The man said uneasily, "Lady Sheila, this week we have
lost three more Myas reactors. The current death toll is about five
hundred and seventy. The people are getting restless."

   "Hmm… " Sheila mused. "You still haven't managed to
keep them under control?"

   "I'm terribly sorry," Virgil bowed. "I tried, I really
did. However, the reactors are just too hard to maintain. Even with
more workers to watch over them, the meltdowns are too
unpredictable."

   "How troublesome," Sheila said. "Still, I want you to
maintain full production. Exert the remaining reactors if you have
to."

   "But… that would surely cause more meltdowns!"

   Sheila gave him an icy stare.

   "I mean," Virgil continued, "I will do as you
say."

   "Good," she said. "How are the expeditions going? Have
we made any progress?"

   "Some," he replied. "We haven't found anything yet…
but I'm sure we'll find something soon. There's only a slight
problem… "

   "And what's that?"

   "We've been losing workers and soldiers from raids on
our camps. The attacks of the Scendents are becoming more and more
frequent."

   "Scendents… " Sheila scowled. "What a thorn! Why have
you not found the home of these wretched Scendents and exterminated
them?"

   "We are trying. But they are too elusive. And they are
difficult to capture… so it is impossible to interrogate
them."

   Sheila looked displeased. Virgil fell silent.

   "Is there anything else for you to report?" she
demanded.

   "There is one more thing. The restoration of the
population is nearly complete. Soon there will be no more bodies
left to be rebirthed."

   "Are there enough workers to complete the
project?"

   At that, Virgil gulped and said nothing.

   "Virgil," Sheila said, this time with a threatening
tone, "are there enough workers to complete the project?"

   "No," he replied. "We need more people. Everyday more
people are dying of old age or illness. Combine that with the
deaths from the reactor explosions and the disappearances due to
Scendent attacks… we are losing hundreds of workers each week. And
we need all the material we can get to complete the project as soon
as possible… so we've been scaling down our bot production."

   "That is not the answer I wanted to hear," she said
icily.

   "I-I know," said Virgil, sounding ashamed, "but
there's nothing I can do about it."

   "The project must be completed."

   "Yes, Lady Sheila."

   "Take workers from all other sectors of production.
Cut down on everything."

   "We've already been cutting down—"

   "I care not," she said. "Keep pushing all our
resources into completing the project."

   "Virgil bowed his head and said, "Very well… "
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What if the whole world was still asleep and couldn't wake
up?

Meet Kevin, just a kid who slacks off a lot. But when he stays
up all night to finish his homework, he finds everyone else still
asleep the next morning! After failing to wake up his friends and
parents, Kevin gets very depressed. But soon things get even
crazier when a dog and cat begin speaking to him. The pets have
formed an alliance and a searching for a way to save their masters,
and they need his help! However, when they start investigating the
problem, they are warned of a great danger: the forest animals are
coming...and they intend to keep the humans asleep for good! With
the help of a few drowsy classmates and some furry pals, Kevin must
fend off hordes of wild animals and search for a cure...before he
too will fall asleep and never awaken.
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Chronicles: The Judge (2010)
The Judges are a secret order. As assassins of justice, they
command the elements and wield powers beyond all imagination. They
can never be seen, never be touched and never be killed. They seek
to destroy evil and evil alone.

They are fictional characters in a fable, simply part of a story
used to impress morals upon children. That is what everyone
believes. And that is what Darek believes—until he sees one for
himself!

Stuck in the industrial slums, Darek Wayker has scraped up a
meager living for the past three years by working as a delivery
boy. However, an unexpected meeting with one of the mythical Judges
spins everything out of control: he is arrested, put on trial and
sentenced to death for a crime he never committed. With the help of
his friends, Darek escapes alone to a distant planet, far from the
reaches of the Federation. But is he any safer? Much to his
surprise, Darek soon discovers he is trapped on a post-apocalyptic
world where fearsome monsters lurk at every corner and all traces
of civilized life have vanished. Unable to go home, he wanders
through the desolate land and stumbles across two others—a ruthless
killer and a reckless heroine—who are also stranded on the planet.
Together, they embark on a wild journey that takes them across the
continent…to a place they never imagined possible. With only a
handful of unlikely allies by his side, can Darek escape the
perilous world?

The lines of good and evil are blurred in this unique blend of
ancient mythology, urban fantasy, storybook themes and futuristic
setting. Full of fun, mystery, weird creatures, unexplored worlds,
fresh concepts and strange powers, THE JUDGE is a novel designed to
appeal to all young fans of fantasy.
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