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Foreward

Strandline had its beginnings earlier this year, when I
wrote a short story for Ergofiction's new
anthology Other
Sides. My contribution, "Sixth of November," is
effectively a prequel to the
first Strandline episode. So if you'd like to see how
just how bad of a day Kristin had, download a free
copy in PDF or ePub. For details about
the Kindle version, print edition, and Goodreads giveaway, please
see the Other
Sides site.
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Chapter 1
Jumper


Kristin’s bare legs dangled over the edge of freighter’s deck,
her heels thudding against its metal hull. Her chin rested on her
folded hands, which were supported by the many-times-painted metal
railing. She leaned forward to peer 100 feet down at the swells
slapping against the boat. It would be so easy to slip between the
bottom rail and the deck. The water would be cold, she figured, so
she’d probably go into shock before she drowned. That wouldn’t be
so bad.

A shadow fell across her, cutting off the sunlight that had been
warming Kristin’s back. The steady west wind carried the scents of
beef and salt to her nose. “I figured you must be pretty hungry by
now,” a friendly tenor said.

Kristin was too tired or too apathetic—she wasn’t sure which—to
turn around. “Nah.” Then her stomach rumbled in protest.

Miguel chuckled. “Uh-huh.” He set down whatever he was carrying
behind her, then slid his skinny teenaged frame beside hers.
Kristin envied his jeans and jacket. She’d have dressed
appropriately if she’d known she’d be hitchhiking across the
Pacific. But she couldn’t have, so she was stuck with her T-shirt,
shorts, sneakers, and purse—the sum total of her worldly
possessions now.

Her stomach spoke up again. “Maybe I am hungry,” she admitted,
glancing at Miguel. She immediately wished she hadn’t. He was
giving her that look again. Concerned but trying to hide it, like
she was a wounded animal who’d spook easily. Six hours ago she’d
have assumed it was an act. Now she wasn’t so sure.

“If you eat that—” he nodded behind Kristin “—you’re hungry. I
sure was. That salisbury steak is more salt than steak, though.”
His grin took the edge off of the complaint.

Kristin twisted around to take a look at the alleged food.
Miguel had brought a plastic plate, fork, and a cup of water. The
meat patty on the plate looked die-cut and the gravy gelatinous,
but her empty stomach didn’t care. She managed a small smile as a
thank you, then dug in. She ate so fast that she barely tasted it,
then drank the water.

“There’s more in the galley,” Miguel volunteered. “Creamed
spinach, too.”

“Oh goodie.” Despite her sarcasm, there was no bite to Kristin’s
remark. Maybe food had done her some good. She didn’t feel like
jumping anymore, either. Not that she felt any less lost.

Light flashed to Kristin’s left. She yelped as Petra, a
thirtysomething African-American woman, materialized. Kristin
frowned at her, then faced forward. “I’ll never get used to that,”
she muttered as she stared east. Somewhere over the slate gray
horizon was home. The city that used to be home, anyway.

“You’ll get used to it,” the petite woman said as she sat to
Kristin’s left. Now Kristin was flanked by her would-be rescuers.
Fantastic. She wished they’d give her a moment’s peace. It wasn’t
like she was going to jump… Oh, right.

Out of the corner of her eye Kristin saw Miguel look past her to
his friend. “What did Captain Demopoulos say?” Hearing his Latino
accent applied to a Greek name was mildly amusing.

“That we can sleep here tonight, if we want.”

“Cool,” Miguel said.

Kristin blinked, then looked from Miguel to Petra. “On the
deck?”

Petra grinned. “No, silly. In one of the cabins. There are bunk
beds. Nothing glamorous, but it’s clean.”

“You do this a lot?”

Miguel shrugged. “Occasionally. We’re couriers. We get tapped
out sometimes.”

Kristin gulped. She didn’t want to ask, but since she was like
them she figured she might as well. “Tapped out from, um,
teleporting?”

“Yeah,” he confirmed.

“It takes energy to teleport,” Petra continued. “E =
mc2 and all that. And Miguel and I have traveled a long
way today.”

“Oh.” Questions swirled in Kristin’s mind. All that came out of
her mouth was “I thought we stopped here for food.”

Petra nodded. “Yes, that, and we can’t go any farther in one
jump.”

“How far did we go?”

“For this last one?” Miguel asked. Kristin nodded. “About 900
miles.”

Kristin’s eyes went wide. “How much farther is it? To…
wherever?”

Miguel looked to Petra, who replied. “We’re going to Strandline.
It’s an island about a thousand miles west of here. After the three
of us get some rest we’ll get there in one hop.”

“What do you mean ‘the three of us’?” Kristin didn’t bother
trying to keep suspicion from her voice.

Petra shrugged. “You helped Miguel and I with the last jump. I
know you’ve had a rough day—” She ignored Kristin’s sniff. “—but
that’s probably what wore you out the most.” She glanced at the
empty plate behind Kristin. “I’m glad to see that you ate
something.”

“Let’s get you some more before the galley closes,” Miguel said.
“And it’ll get cold fast once the sun—”

He stopped talking, and Petra jumped to her feet. Kristin craned
her neck to see what had them on guard in time to catch a flash of
light out of the corner of her eye.










Chapter 2
Unexpected


The burst of light coalesced into a man in mid-stride. With the
setting sun behind him, the man was a silhouette scrambling toward
the pile of shipping containers in the middle of the deck. After a
few steps he stumbled, landing hard with a thump. Something else
clunked on the metal deck as well.

Miguel stepped in front of Kristin, who wasn’t about to argue.
He exchanged a look with Petra. She nodded and took a step toward
the newcomer. It’s okay, she broadcast telepathically.

Kristin fought the urge to shake her head. Telepathy was
something else they told her she’d get used to.

The man didn’t respond.

Petra tried again. Can you hear me?

The man propped himself up on one elbow. With his back to
Kristin, Petra, and Miguel, his view was of the wall of containers
and the darkening sky behind them. “Craig!” he cried.

I guess not, Miguel remarked.

“Hello there.” Petra said, using the same gentle tone she had
with Kristin a few hours ago.

The man whirled around. Although shadows still obscured the
details, Kristin could see that he was moderately dark-skinned,
wore stained work clothes and boots, and held one of his arms
against his chest. He brandished a large wrench with his other
hand. “Stay away from me!”

Petra slowly moved her hands out so the newcomer could see that
she was unarmed. “No one’s moving any closer.”

The man got to his feet and looked around as best he could while
keeping an eye on the three of them. “Craig!” Desperation tinged
his voice.

“You’re the only one who arrived,” Petra said.

“That’s impossible.” Then he frowned up at the ship’s bridge,
and some sort of realization dawned. “This isn’t the
Champlain.”

“No, this is the Lachesis. A Greek freighter.”

“Shit.” He started to lower the wrench, then turned to face
Petra, scowling. “Are you Greenmen?”

“No!” Kristin blurted. Miguel shot a displeased look at her over
his shoulder, but she didn’t care. He and Petra might be Greenmen,
but she sure wasn’t!

“We’re not,” Petra said. “We’re nictans headed back to
Strandline.” She nodded toward the bridge. “You can ask the
captain.”

The man lowered the wrench, but didn’t let go. “Damned Greenmen
attacked my ship. Craig—my friend—tried to get us out of there.
He’s a nict.” He glanced around, worried. “I need to find him. He
got burned bad.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not here,” Petra said. “I don’t sense
him.” She looked over her shoulder at Miguel, who shook his
head.

The newcomer’s frown deepened. Kristin felt bad for him; he was
having almost as bad of a day as she was. He asked, “Could you send
me back there?”

Petra bit her lip. “Not tonight. I’m tapped out, and I’d be
guessing at where ‘there’ is. You might land in the ocean or
worse.”

“Worse?”

“Inside something solid,” Miguel said softly.

Kristin’s eyes went wide, as did wrench guy’s. His voice was
almost a whisper. “Seriously?”

Petra nodded. “You’re lucky you got here safely.”

“I guess so.” His arm fell to his side, all of the fight drained
out of him.

“I’m Petra,” she added, “and these are my friends Miguel and
Kristin.”

The man managed a smile. “Naveen.”

“I’d say it’s nice to meet you, Naveen, but I’d rather it have
been under different circumstances. Would you put the wrench
down?”

Naveen blinked. “Oh, right.” He set it down.

Petra and Miguel moved toward him. Kristin followed. She noticed
that her companions circled around a bit, bringing Naveen out of
shadow. He looked to be of average height, with wide shoulders and
a stocky build. Soot smudged his Indian features, and grease—or
maybe blood—stained his jeans and plain white T-shirt. He filled it
out well, Kristin noticed.

“Are you hurt?” Miguel asked.

“I think my arm’s broken.”

Petra and Miguel halted a few feet from Naveen. Kristin stayed a
half-step behind. “We should get you to the sick bay,” Petra said.
“Splint your arm at least.”

Naveen nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Would you and Kristin take him, Miguel?”

He nodded. Kristin apparently didn’t have a choice. But she
didn’t argue; she had nowhere else to go.

Petra continued, “I need to tell Captain Demopoulos that he has
another passenger. Then I’ll meet you in the galley.” She told
Naveen, “We were headed there anyway.”

“Okay.” He walked with them to the stairwell and headed below
deck.

A cargo ship, Kristin learned, was less than glamorous. Miguel
told her that the beige-painted metal walls and worn utilitarian
carpet in the narrow hallway made the Lachesis one of the nicer
ships he’d been on. Although unimpressed, Kristin just nodded. At
least it was warmer down here. If Naveen had been paying attention
to their exchange, he made no indication.

The sick bay turned out to be little more than a walk-in
medicine cabinet. They found painkillers for Naveen, splinted his
arm, and put it in a sling. After he’d washed up—a few of the
stains on his clothes were blood, but not his—Miguel led them to
the galley.

Galley apparently was ship-ese for miniature cafeteria. Fake
wooden panels lined the walls of the windowless room, and linoleum
covered the floor. A swarthy, bored-looking man wearing an apron
stood behind the counter bearing the salisbury steak she’d already
had the pleasure of sampling, and other culinary delights.

On the other side of the the room were six long tables. A
handful of deeply-tanned, dark-haired men sat at one of them,
eating and joking in what Kristin presumed was Greek. One of the
men, who had a salt-and-pepper beard and wore a Coca-Cola T-shirt,
noticed them and stared. His companions silenced and turned to face
Kristin, Naveen, and Miguel.

Miguel gave the sailors a little wave. “Geia sas,” he said.
“Eímaste diaménoun móno ti nýchta.”

Coca-Cola guy sniffed. “Kalí.” His friends turned around and
resumed their conversation. Kristin thought she heard one of them
mutter “Nict.”

“You speak Greek,” Naveen said to Miguel.

Miguel led them toward the now less bored-looking cook. “A
little. Knowing other languages comes in handy when you’re a
courier.”

Naveen nodded. “Makes sense.”

“What’d you say?” Kristin asked.

“Hello, and that we’re just staying overnight.”

“And he said?” she prompted.

“Good.”

Miguel ordered a plate of food for Kristin, something that she
presumed was a dessert for himself, and a beer for Naveen. The
newcomer understandably wasn’t hungry. He and Kristin thanked
Miguel when he paid for the food with unfamilar-looking money.
Greek currency, Kristin assumed. She wondered how many different
kinds of cash he and Petra carried around.

By the time Petra joined them, Naveen’s beer (and probably the
painkillers) had helped him relax. He chatted with Miguel
primarily. Petra listened, as did Kristin, who wasn’t in a sharing
kind of mood. Naveen told them about his work as a mechanic on the
Champlain, a Hawaiian freighter. They were about to enter the
Honolulu port with cargo they’d picked up in Seattle when the
Greenmen attacked.

“But why?” Kristin asked. “Because you’d been to Seattle?”
Everyone knew that the Greenmen hated the Western Coalition.

Naveen shrugged, which shifted his bad arm in its sling. He
winced, then said, “Dunno. We’d hauled freight from other Coalition
ports before. Los Angeles, San Francisco.” A pang of homesickness
swelled from the mention of Kristin’s hometown. She fought to
ignore it as Naveen continued, “Never had trouble before.”

“There’ll probably be something on the news,” Petra said.
“There’s a TV in the lounge. Last time we were here it had a few
Hawaiian channels. The Republic tends to have the least biased news
coverage.”

“What do you mean, least biased?” Kristin blurted. Naveen looked
at her as if she’d grown a second head. “What?

“She’s from the Coalition,” Miguel said.

“Oh,” Naveen said, as though that explained everything. He
looked at her sympathetically. “And you’re a nict? Ouch.”

“I’m—” Kristin frowned. She really couldn’t argue. But she
wasn’t a terrorist, dammit!

Petra said, “She broke out today.”

“Ah,” Naveen nodded. “You should like Strandline. If that
doesn’t work out, come to the Republic. You’ll have to register,
but otherwise it’s okay. That’s what Craig says.” He gulped, then
frowned at his empty beer bottle.

Kristin found herself hoping that Naveen’s nict friend was okay,
too.










Chapter 3
Topside


‘Veen! Craig’s mental voice rang in Naveen’s head. He
jumped, and the pipe wrench he’d been using clattered to the engine
room floor. Topside, now!

Naveen scooped up the wrench and bolted for the exit.
(What’s wrong?!) He wasn’t sure if his friend would hear
him. He wasn’t a nict, and there were probably a few decks between
them.

It’s–

Metal groaned as the cargo ship listed to port. “Holy shit!” The
emergency alarm blared, all but drowning his cry. Naveen’s left arm
collided with a half-assembled winch. It hurt like hell, but the
machinery had kept him on his feet.

Once the boat stopped listing–it had to be at least 10
degrees!–Naveen darted the rest of the way to the stairwell. Glad
for the metal handrails, he took the stairs up two at a time. His
shipmates’ shouts and footfalls sounded above and below him.

Naveen stepped out into bright sunshine and the acrid smells of
smoke and diesel. Squinting and coughing, he stumbled away from the
stairs. “Craig!” he shouted.

His friend didn’t reply in the seconds it took for Naveen’s eyes
to adjust to the sunshine. He almost wished they hadn’t. With his
back to the aft tower, he could see most of the ship tilting to
port, which he presumed had everything to do with the titanic bite
taken out of the hull near the number two hatch. Dark fuel spilled
into Mamala
Bay. The diesel wasn’t on fire, but some of the supplies in the
middle of the deck were, and…

Naveen did a double take. A white guy with long blond hair and
dressed in plain military fatigues stood against the bent railing
near the hull breach. He was gesturing at the oily water, which was
moving. Moving up and swirling, like a waterspout.

A cable snapped, and fiery debris slid across the deck toward
the number four hatch. The raised lip of the huge metal hatch
blocked the smoldering crates’ path, sending them tumbling like a
sooty rockfall.

Craig’s scream filled Naveen’s ears and mind. Naveen sprinted
toward the hatch, peering through the smoke for his friend. He
found him curled in a fetal position, blood pouring from a gash on
the side of his head, and his dark skin blistered on his back.

“Craig!” After making sure that they weren’t in the path of any
more mobile fires, Naveen kneeled beside him, pulling one of
Craig’s arms around his shoulders. His friend’s scream made him
wince, but he persevered. “C’mon, man. We gotta get out of
here.”

Gritting his teeth and leaning heavily on Naveen, Craig got to
his feet. Naveen steered the two of them toward the nearest
lifeboat. Craig mumbled something.

“What?” Naveen asked, half-listening. Only twenty more feet
until the lifeboat.

“Greenmen.”

Naveen’s eyes went wide. He resisted the urge to look over his
shoulder to see what the magical/psionic/whatever terrorist was
doing. “Bastards,” he growled, continuing forward. “Almost there,
Craig.”

A tremor shivered through the metal deck. Air rushed past them
toward the middle of the ship, and Naveen knew that they wouldn’t
make it.

Fire roared behind them, but Naveen felt almost cold, pins and
needles all over as he lurched forward. His foot caught on
something and he fell, his wrench clattering on the floor like it
had not long ago. Pain shot up his left arm. That was new. And
Craig was gone. “Craig!”

No answer. Again.

Naveen picked up his wrench with his right hand; his left arm
throbbed. The ship had righted itself somehow and it was cooler and
darker and nothing was on fire. What the hell had those Greenmen
bastards done now?

“Hello there,” a woman’s voice said.

Naveen rounded on it. On her. The Greenman.










Chapter 4
Homecoming


Petra slipped out of the cabin before the others awoke. She
padded down the narrow hall, her only company the muffled chug of
the Lachesis’ engines.

A flight of stairs brought her up to the cargo ship’s deck. The
sun hovered a few degrees above the eastern horizon, just starting
to warm the early morning air. Thankfully at this latitude the
temperature stayed mild. Her light jacket, blouse, and capris—the
clothes she’d worn yesterday—were enough to keep the chill at bay.
If she’d known that she and Miguel would be hitching a ride with
Captain Demopoulos, she’d have packed an overnight bag.

Petra sat on the starboard side of the deck with her back to one
of the dozens of containers. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the
sun and salty breeze while she could. Once Naveen and Kristin awoke
she’d have her hands full.

An hour later Petra met Miguel, Kristin, and Naveen at the
cabin, then walked with them to the galley for breakfast. Miguel,
bless his heart, kept up small talk as they made their way through
the line for plates of scrambled eggs and bacon. Petra pretended to
listen while keeping her mental attention on the ship’s sailors.
Thanks to the Greenmen’s escapades, nictans were less than
welcome.

The four of them sat at the table furthest from the sailors.
Kristin silently dug into her food. After taking a few bites of his
breakfast, Naveen caught Petra’s eye. “So, um, d’you think you
could send me back to Honolulu? I’ll pay you, of course. Miguel
said that you and him are couriers, and I know it’s a long way.
Judging from the stars last night, it looks like we’re at 35
degrees north or so.”

Petra blinked. Not many people could navigate by the stars, even
a little. “That’s right. And you don’t have to pay us, but we’ll
have to take you to Strandline first.” Naveen frowned a bit, and
Kristin looked up from her food. Petra continued, “You don’t want
us to guess at where we’ll arrive. It’s best if we call one of our
contacts first and arrange a time and place.”

Naveen nodded. “Okay. If you need a place to crash—not like,
literally—you’re welcome to stay at my place. It’s nothing special,
but, you know, free.”

Miguel chuckled. “We might take you up on that, Naveen. Like you
said, it’s a long way to Honolulu.”

“Cool.” Reassured, Naveen turned back to his meal.

They ate silently for a few minutes. Petra was pleasantly
surprised when Kristin spoke up. “Do you guys do this a lot?” She
looked from Petra to Miguel and back. “Teleport people around?”

“Occasionally,” Petra replied.

“It’s usually documents or small items,” Miguel added.
“Sometimes just a message. We charge a lot to transport people
because of the risk involved.”

Naveen worried his lip, so Petra interjected, “It’s okay,
Naveen. You’re not our usual client. The risk is from the
circumstances involving a potential client. We screen them
carefully to keep ourselves safe.”

Kristin’s brow furrowed. “You don’t have to be a courier,”
Miguel assured her. “That’s why we’re bringing you to Strandline.
There’s all sorts of stuff that needs doing there, and no one will
care that you’re a nictan. Most everyone is, anyway.”

“Okay.” Kristin didn’t seem encouraged, but Petra wasn’t
worried. She just needed time. All of the newcomers did.

 

***

 

Shortly after breakfast Kristin followed Miguel, Naveen, and
Petra up to the deck. The nicts told them to join hands, as they
had for the jumps they’d taken with Kristin the day before. Naveen
grinned from ear to ear. It was easy for him, a passenger, to be
excited. He wasn’t an outcast because of a freakish ability he
hadn’t asked for.

Now-familiar energy tingled, and the ship’s sun-drenched deck
dissolved into what looked like a living room. Kristin pulled her
hands back and looked around, surprised. She wasn’t sure what she’d
been expecting, but a 
deep, narrow room with what looked like adobe walls wasn’t it.
Most of the corners were rounded, and area rugs softened the
dun-colored adobe floor. Rough-hewn timber beams supported the
ceiling overhead. Whoever lived here must have been an artist,
since colored glass circles were embedded into some of the
presumably non-load-bearing walls. They glowed from sunlight
streaming through windows in the adjoining room, which appeared to
be a kitchen. The overall effect was a hybrid of southwestern,
Caribbean, and comfy.

“Welcome to my home,” Petra smiled.

Kristin smiled back tentatively. “This is Strandline?”

“Yep,” Miguel answered, striding toward the kitchen. He tossed
over his shoulder, “Mind if I get a drink, Petra?”

“Help yourself.” She turned to Naveen and Kristin. “Want
anything?”

“No, thanks,” Kristin and Naveen said in unison. After giving
her a brief, amused grin, Naveen wandered toward the kitchen. “This
is cool,” he said, touching one of the glass disks in the wall.
“Hey, these are bottles!”

Miguel’s chuckle carried from the kitchen. “That’s right,” Petra
said. “I put most of them there myself.”

Kristin blinked, impressed. “You built this place?”

“With a lot of help from family and friends, yes.”

Miguel returned to the living room with a glass of water in
hand. “And it’s a lot of hard work, let me tell you.” His grin
showed that he wasn’t complaining.

“Would you like the tour?” Petra asked.

“Sure!” Naveen enthused. Kristin’s agreement, although genuine,
was more subdued.

The tour, which Petra had clearly given before, lasted the
better part of an hour. Petra called her house an “earth-bermed,
passive-solar structure made of reclaimed materials.” The
description itself was a mouthful! Sand pounded into stacks of used
tires made up the load-bearing walls, which were arranged in
adjoining U-shapes and covered with a locally made plaster. The top
of each “U” faced south, where 
banks of slanted windows let in sunlight.

A single long hallway oriented east-west connected the house’s
five rooms. Container gardens ran its length, and plants—a few of
which were fruit trees—flourished in the sunshine. Petra said
something about the plants being part of a “gray water system,”
which Kristin made a note to ask about later. She was an engineer,
after all.

Naveen reached out for a ripe banana, then stopped and looked to
Petra. “May I?”

“Absolutely,” Petra grinned.

He plucked the yellow fruit from the tree. “This is pretty
sweet.” Naveen pulled the peel back, took a bite, and said around a
mouthful of banana, “So you grow your own food?”

“Some of it.”

Miguel added, “We don’t have the resources to be fully
self-sustaining.” Then he turned to Kristin. “We do a lot of trade
with the Republic for the stuff we can’t make or get from the other
Gyre Islands.”

“Gyre Islands?” Kristin echoed.

Naveen looked at her askance. “They don’t teach you anything in
the Coalition, do they?”

Kristin frowned at him. “Enlighten me.”

Petra, who seemed to have unlimited patience, explained, “After
the war in ’78, the Dodgsons fled the Western Coalition. Lewis…
well, he’s kind of a genius, and his wife Nadine is a nictan. They
decided to found their own country way out here in the North
Pacific Gyre. Because of the rotating ocean currents, all sorts of
marine
trash collects here. Lewis and Nadine put it to use. Strandline
is completely man-made. It’s a floating island tethered to an
underwater mountain meters below us.”

Kristin wrinkled her nose, then looked past the banana tree and
through the windows. Unmowed grass grew on sandy—if suspiciously
multicolored—soil. Straight ahead were a series of low ridges,
which Kristin suspected were more of these odd houses, as well as
small windmills. “It doesn’t look like a garbage dump.”

“Exactly,” Miguel said, pleased.

Petra looked between Naveen and Kristin. “Would you like to see
more of Strandline? I doubt that Lewis and Nadine are available,
but we can try. Or maybe I should contact my friend in Honolulu
first. How soon do you want to get home, Naveen?”










Chapter 5
Unnatural Resources


The banana leaf in Naveen’s hands suffered horribly as he waited
for the nurse to come back on the line. “Mr. Patel?”

“Yes,” Naveen said into Petra’s cell phone. At this rate he was
going to owe her a lot of money or a lot of favors.

“Mr. Parker is here. He’s in serious but stable condition. I
can’t give out more information over the phone. Visiting
hours…”

Naveen didn’t hear the rest of the woman’s sentence. Although he
was relieved that Craig was alive and getting care, “serious but
stable” didn’t sound good. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said and ended
the call.

“Anything?”

Naveen turned away from the indoor garden to find Kristin
padding into Petra’s living room, her shoulder-length black hair
still damp from the shower. He presumed that her new clothes—beige
capris and a purple babydoll T-shirt—were Petra’s. They fit the
young asian woman reasonably well, if on the snug side. Naveen
wasn’t complaining.

“Yes, finally!” he replied. “Craig’s in Queen’s.”

Kristin tilted her head. “Queens, New York?”

“No,” Naveen chuckled. “Queen’s Hospital in Hololulu.”

“Oh!” A chagrinned smile lit Kristin’s face. It was a nice
change from her usual despondent expression. “So I guess you’re
leaving soon? To visit him, I mean.”

Naveen nodded. “In a little while. Petra’s friend said to give
him an hour. I kinda want to wander around the island for a while.
We don’t—” He frowned, recalling the hole in the Champlain’s side.
“—didn’t stay in port for long. The furthest inland I ever got
before now was the Clamrock.”

“Clamrock?”

“A bar on the harbor. Fun place.”

Kristin looked at him thoughtfully. “You’ve been everywhere,
haven’t you?”

“Compared to your friends? Nah. All over the Pacific rim,
though.” Kristin had tensed at “friends,” which Naveen chose to
ignore. She really needed to get over her whole nict thing. From
what he’d seen, Miguel and Petra had been nothing but nice to
her.

Petra, now wearing a blouse and wrap-around skirt, entered from
the hallway on the opposite side of the room. “Anything?” she
asked.

Naveen grinned. “Yeah. He’s okay…ish. In a hospital in
Honolulu.”

“Oh, good. After seeing the news reports last night…”

Rather than dwell on that, Naveen walked up to Petra and
returned her cell phone. “Thanks again. Seriously, if there’s
anything I can do to help you guys, call me. Or, you know, drop
in.” He grinned the last.

“We will,” Petra smiled back. Her gaze widened to include
Kristin. “Naveen and I have an hour to kill before leaving for
Hawaii. Shall I show you two around?”

Kristin managed a small smile. “Yes, please.”

“Ditto,” Naveen agreed.

Petra’s tour showed Naveen that there was more to Strandline
than he’d imagined. From the Champlain he’d seen the row of
west-facing windmills, the small airport, cluster of satellite
dishes, and farmland dividing the southern half of the island into
neat green squares. Most of the taller buildings—none more than
four stories—were on the northern part of the island. He’d never
had reason to wonder what they were for.

The largest building on the island was the power plant on the
western shore. Petra pointed out what looked like three lines of
yellow buoys about a half mile from the beach. They weren’t closely
placed buoys, but the tops of huge, mostly
submerged mechanical flaps. The devices swayed with the waves,
moving hydraulic pistons. The pistons in turn pushed pressurized
water through a pipeline that lead to a hydroelectric turbine in
the power plant. Wave power, she called it. Ingenious! The next
time Naveen visited, he’d try to get a look inside the power plant.
He was curious about the mechanical details.

Much of the electricity from the power plant went to the
adjoining desalination plant. Rainwater cisterns provided much of
the drinking water for Strandline’s 1,200 inhabitants, but not
enough for crop irrigation and the plastic, glass, and metal
recycling plants. Raw materials from the latter came from marine
waste, which was primarily small plastic bits floating beneath the
surface. Much of the work available on Strandline involved
harvesting the man-made bounty from the ocean, procuring shipments
of beach trash from elsewhere in the Pacific, working in the
recycling plants, or fashioning new items from the recycled
material. Naveen had no doubt that they’d have raw material for
years to come. He’d seen plenty of garbage on beaches during his
travels.

After taking them past the power and desalination plants, Petra
led Kristin and Naveen east through the residential part of the
island. Most of the houses were the sort of underground ones like
Petra’s. They stopped to say hello to a small group working on a
new one. The work site looked more like a pile of sandy dirt with
low walls of overlapping tires than the beginnings of a house.
Apparently it all came together eventually.

The tour concluded with a walk along the bay on the Strandline’s
east side. A mixture of earth-bermed and conventional buildings
held offices, restaurants, and shops. It reminded Naveen of a
rough-around-the-edges version of one of Hawaii’s coastal
towns.

Naveen grinned when Petra stopped in front of the Clamrock. The
bar’s weatherbeaten wood and corrugated metal exterior hadn’t
changed a bit. “Are they open yet?” he asked.

Petra peered through one of the windows. “Not quite. It’s a
little early for lunch.” To Naveen she said, “Tim should be ready
for us in Honolulu.” Then she turned to Kristin. “Do you want to
come with us? I need help to cover the distance in one jump. It’s
okay if you don’t. I’ll get Miguel.”










Chapter 6
Well Wishes


The Republic of Hawaii, to Kristin’s surprise, looked just like
it did in magazines: a tropical paradise. Granted, Honolulu teemed
with traffic and tall buildings, but it was warm and sunny and
functional. She’d had the impression that it was a last refuge of
slackers and hippies. Apparently a lot of her impressions were
flawed. Just a hypothesis, she told herself. Observe,
analyze, then revise as necessary. Considering how her world
had been turned upside down, she didn’t have much choice.

Ironically enough, Petra’s friend Tim was a hippie, albeit an
aging one. Kristin couldn’t help but grin at the dancing bears
tattooed down his right arm as she, Naveen, Petra, and Tim had
lunch in the man’s cluttered apartment.

Kristin listened as the others talked, quietly eating the
bologna and American cheese sandwich that Tim had supplied. She
felt like a third—or fourth—wheel, but the others didn’t seem to
mind her being there.

Her attention wandered to the bit of driftwood sitting on top of
newspapers in the middle of the table. The pale yellow wood had a
strange grain, and was twisted into a Möbius
strip.

“Like it?” Tim asked, smiling through his salt-and-pepper
beard.

Kristin blinked. “Yeah. It’s interesting. Where’d you find
it?”

Tim chuckled and tapped his temple.

“I, um, don’t understand,” Kristin said.

“I carved it!” Tim proclaimed, scooping up the piece of wood. He
thrust it at Kristin, who accepted the supposed objet d’art. “It’s
my best piece yet.”

Kristin gave Tim a grin. “Cool.” Although she didn’t know a
thing about art, she was happy to compliment her host. Besides,
Möbius strips were cool. She turned it over, noticing how light it
felt. “What kind of wood is it?”

“Pineapple.”

“Pineapple wood?” Naveen asked around a mouthful of sandwich. “I
guess there’s such a thing.”

“The fruit,” Petra said, smiling. “It’s dehydrated
pineapple.”

Kristin tried not to frown. “Oh. That’s, um, different.”

“You bet,” Tim agreed. “The gallery on Sixth Avenue has sold
four already. I’m pioneering a whole new art scene!”

“That’s awesome, man!” Naveen leaned across the table to
high-five Tim. Kristin watched the celebration with a polite smile
plastered on her face.

Petra, Naveen, and Kristin entered Queen’s Hospital a half-hour
later and went straight to the third floor. There was no need to
stop at the gift shop. Naveen carried a get-well present from Tim:
a dehydrated pineapple carving of a turtle, neatly wrapped in
newspaper from September. Kristin couldn’t wait to see Craig’s
reaction.

They arrived at room 314 to find a white-coated doctor standing
with his back to them beside what Kristin presumed to be Craig’s
bed. She’d never seen a doctor with long blond hair pulled back in
a ponytail before. Maybe Hawaii was a refuge for hippies after
all.

Naveen stopped in the doorway. Kristin and Petra stood a
respectful distance behind him. “Hey, Doc,” Naveen said. “How’s my
buddy doing?”

The doctor mumbled something. Kristin thought she saw one of his
arms make a sweeping gesture, but with Naveen blocking much of the
view she wasn’t sure.

“Doc?” Naveen said, taking a step into the room. “Craig? You
okay, man?”

“It’s okay,” a male voice said in a near-whisper. “Let him
finish.”

Naveen waited, clenching and unclenching his free hand. Kristin
lowered her mental protections for long enough to feel the young
man’s emotions: worry bordering on anxiety.

Petra moved into the doorway. “What’s wrong… oh.” The hippie
doctor continued muttering inside the room.

Kristin gulped, then asked the nict telepathically, What’s
going on?

Wait out there.

Her reply made Kristin more uneasy. I’ll get
security.

No!

Kristin started to argue, but movement in the room distracted
her. The doctor’s arms shot straight up, and something glistened on
his hands. Her stomach sank; it was blood.

The doctor leaned forward and down, out of Kristin’s field of
view. Both Petra and Naveen tensed, but didn’t move otherwise.

The muttering ended. Someone drew a deep breath.

Naveen stalked into the room. “You!”

Petra hurried after him. “Naveen, don’t—”

Kristin moved into the doorway. Naveen was closing on the
doctor, a slender, fair-skinned man. Despite his bloody hands and
the bloodstained knife laying on the hospital bed, the supposed
doctor seemed unconcerned.

The young man, whose dark skin was unmarred, bolted upright in
the bed. “Stop!”

The doctor turned to face Naveen, raising one red hand.










Chapter 7
First Impressions


Only Craig’s whispered “Let him finish” kept Naveen in the
doorway to the hospital room. It must have been drugs talking. Why
else would Craig want the Greenman who’d attacked their ship waving
a bloody knife over him?

As soon as the terrorist stopped muttering supposed magical
incantations, Naveen advanced on him. “You!”

“Naveen,” Petra said behind him, “don’t—”

“Stop!”

Craig’s voice brought Naveen to a halt. He turned so he could
keep an eye on the Greenman masquerading as a doctor. “Why—”
Naveen’s retort evaporated when he laid eyes on his friend. Craig
was fine; more fine than a day at a hospital should make him. The
gash on the side of his head was gone. There were no stitches, or
even a scar. Judging from how he sat up straight in his bed, the
burns on his back were gone as well.

“You… He…” Naveen reluctantly faced the Greenman, who looked far
too confident. Although they were the same height, Naveen had 30
pounds of muscle on the fair-skinned man. He bet he could take him
in a fair fight, even with his left arm in a sling.

“Naveen,” Craig said, keeping his voice down. “He healed
me.”

“Why?” Kristin—who Naveen had pretty much forgotten about—echoed
his thoughts. He glanced in their direction. She and Petra stood
just inside the doorway. Both looked wary.

“We hadn’t meant to hurt anyone,” the Greenman said. Naveen was
about to laugh in the bastard’s face, but his expression was
sincere. “I’m trying to make things right.”

Kristin sniffed. Petra frowned and met the terrorist’s eyes.
“Perhaps you should select your targets more carefully.”

The Greenman held her gaze. “Our tactics are none of your
concern.”

“They are when your little crusade gives all nictans a bad
name.”

“Then—”

Naveen stepped between them. “Waitaminnit.” He turned to Petra,
waving at the Greenman with his good arm. “You know
him?”

“Yes.” The woman’s answer dripped distain. “His name is Bryce.”
She glanced over her shoulder at Kristin. “He won’t hurt anyone.
Not here and now, anyway.”

“Dammit, Petra,” Bryce growled.

Craig cleared his throat. “If no one’s going to hurt anyone—” He
glanced pointedly at Naveen and Bryce “—perhaps we should shut the
door.”

Petra gave him a small smile. “Good idea.” She nodded at
Kristin, who stepped inside and pulled the door shut. “Hello,
Craig. I’m Petra, and this is my friend Kristin. Naveen’s been
worried about you.”

“That makes two of us,” Craig grinned.

Naveen almost smiled as well, but caught himself. How could
Craig be cracking jokes when the man who’d attacked him stood at
the foot of his bed? He turned his frustration on the Greenman.
“What the hell, man? You run around bombing ships, then track down
the survivors and heal them with pixie dust? That’s fucked up!”

Bryce glowered, balling his fists. Blood dripped from the hand
he’d cut with his knife. “We didn’t attack your ship.”

“I saw you there!” Craig said.

“Me too,” Naveen confirmed. “You were making a magical
waterspout to sink the whole ship or something.”

“I was cleaning up the copycats’ mess!”

Stunned silence filled the room. After a few moments Petra said,
“Copycats?”

“Magical waterspout?” Kristin murmured.

Bryce pursed his lips, then snatched up his dagger from the bed.
“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” Although he addressed them
all, his eyes lingered on Petra’s the longest. Then he frowned at
Naveen’s arm. “I can heal that, if you want. Decide now. I need to
leave.”










Chapter 8
Stuck on You


Bryce made no sense to Kristin. Why would a terrorist care if he
hurt people or not? That was the whole point, wasn’t it? The
Greenmen were exacting revenge for how humans supposedly raped
Mother Earth. That’s what she’d always heard.

The terrorist posing as a doctor studied Naveen’s broken arm for
a moment. “I can heal that, if you want. Decide now. I need to
leave.”

Naveen’s brow furrowed as he considered Bryce and his bloody
hand and knife. His eyes turned to Petra, who made the tiniest of
nods. “Okay,” Naveen said.

Bryce nodded in acknowledgment, drawing the flat of his dagger
across the leg of his black jeans to wipe it clean. He tucked it
into a sheath hidden under his doctor’s coat, then stepped up to
Naveen. “This will only take a few seconds. Hold still. Your arm
may feel warm or itchy as it heals, but it won’t hurt.”

“Uh-huh,” was Naveen’s somewhat shaky reply.

Bryce raised his bloodstained left hand, now clenched into a
fist, a few inches over Naveen’s splinted arm. “Asclepius, hear my
plea.”

Kristin bit her lip to hold back a nervous giggle. The tension
in the hospital room, Bryce’s quiet intonation, and his
silly-sounding words were almost too much. She glanced at Craig,
who’d been quietly watching from his bed. He solemnly watched the
terrorist supposedly cast a spell on his friend.

“Heal this man,” Bryce continued. His fist tightened, dripping
blood on the bandages wrapped around Naveen’s arm. Naveen flinched,
but otherwise stayed still. “I offer my blood to mend his
wound.”

The trickle of blood slowed. Naveen frowned at his arm, then at
Bryce, and back. “I don’t feel–”

Bryce gasped, his eyes wide, as his bloodied hand opened and
slammed down on Naveen’s arm. Naveen shouted and jerked back. He
stumbled into the wall, pulling Bryce along with him. “The hell?!
Let go of me!”

The terrorist blanched as he fell to his knees, his hand still
clamped on the other man’s arm. “Stop… stop…” he gasped.

Craig leaped out of bed and grabbed Bryce’s other arm, pulling
him away from his friend. Kristin narrowly avoided colliding with
him as she darted to Naveen’s side. She barely knew the Indian man,
but wasn’t about to let a terrorist hurt someone who’d been kind to
her. She grabbed Bryce’s wrist with one hand and Naveen’s with the
other and tried to wrench them apart. When physical strength didn’t
work, she added telekinesis. Still the two remained attached.

Kristin gaped at the two men. Bryce was trembling and slumped
over, and Naveen panicked, his eyes dilated. “What the fuck! Get
him off!”

“Naveen, sleep.” The empathic command in Petra’s words rippled
over Kristin’s mental shields. His eyes closed as his body went
limp. Kristin managed to get her shoulder under Naveen before he
toppled over. She absently noticed that Bryce’s hand slipped free
as she struggled to not fall over herself. Naveen was heavy!

Craig, who wore only a hospital gown, stepped over Bryce and
ducked under Naveen’s other arm. “Put him on the bed,” he told
Kristin, who happily obliged.

Once Naveen was laying down, Kristin and Craig turned to Petra.
She kneeled beside Bryce, whose eyes were half open, holding his
bloody hand and looking close to panic herself. “Petra?” Kristin
ventured.

“I need…” Her voice cracked. “I need a minute.”

Kristin had never seen the older woman so rattled. It scared the
hell out of her. “Sure,” she murmured, and turned back to Naveen.
She couldn’t help Petra, but maybe she could help him.

Craig seemed to have the same idea. He gave Kristin a
sympathetic smile, then untied the sling supporting Naveen’s
injured arm. To her surprise, no blood stained the bandages binding
Naveen’s forearm. She and Craig carefully unwound them, revealing
unmarred skin. Kristin had helped bandage it two days ago; it had
been swollen and bruised then.

“It worked,” Craig breathed.

“Yeah,” Kristin said, keeping her voice down. “But why…?” She
didn’t bother finishing the question.

“Bryce,” Petra said gently. “You with us?”

Kristin and Craig turned around in time to see an ashen-faced
Bryce manage a nod. With Petra’s help he sat up straight, wincing
when his lacerated hand touched the floor. He scowled past Craig
and Kristin at Naveen. “Keep that thing away from me.”










Chapter 9
Gollum


Craig glared at Bryce, who leaned against Petra for support.
“Who are you calling a thing?!” Although his voice bounced off the
hospital room’s walls, it wasn’t enough to wake up Naveen. His
friend was out cold thanks to Petra’s psychic suggestion.

“Him,” Bryce snarled, nodding at Naveen’s prone form on the bed.
The witch shrugged off his white doctor’s coat, wrapping one arm of
it around his bleeding hand. Without the coat, Bryce looked like an
ordinary, if skinny, white guy.

Angry enough to ignore the fact that he wore only a hospital
gown, Craig strode over to the terrorist. “Look,” he said, scowling
down at Bryce, “I’m grateful that you healed me, really. And my
friend, who is not a thing. You–”

Bryce easily met his gaze. “How long have you known him?”

“What does it matter?” Craig shot back.

“Bryce,” Petra warned, “don’t.”

“How long?”

Craig ignored Petra’s admonishment as well. “A year, I guess. So
what?” He glanced over his shoulder at Naveen, who was still
asleep. Kristen sat beside him, eyeing Bryce warily. Hey,
‘Veen, Craig called. Wake up, man.

“What do you really know about him?” Bryce continued. “Not much,
I bet.”

Craig heard Naveen mutter something as he turned to face Bryce.
He was about to tell the terrorist where he could shove his stupid,
paranoid questions when Kristen spoke up. “If Naveen’s not a sapien
or a nict, what is he?” She gave Craig an apologetic look. “For
argument’s sake.”

“He’s a golem.”

Craig frowned at him. “A what?”

Petra gave Bryce a sour look. “A creature from Jewish folklore,”
she explained. “Sometime in the 1600s, a rabbi
supposedly made a man-like creature out of clay to defend his
people.”

Naveen propped himself up on one elbow, blinking sleep away.
“I’m an atheist,” he mumbled.

Bryce barked a laugh. “You’re whatever your creator wanted you
to be.” Craig lowered his mental shields for a moment, and caught a
hint of fear from the witch.

Naveen hauled himself to a sitting position. “What the hell are
you talking…” He frowned at his healed, unbandaged arm and broke
into a grin. “It worked!” Then he looked at Bryce, and his
expression darkened. “What was with all the dramatics?”

Bryce sniffed. “It wasn’t dramatics.” He slowly and shakily got
to his feet. “Petra, would you take me to the basement?”

“What are you going to do?” Naveen snarked. “Blow it up?”

Ignoring the barb, Bryce said to Petra, “I had other plans for
getting out of here, but Golem Boy ruined that.”

Naveen’s puzzled expression would have been comical if not for
the tension in the room. “‘Golem Boy?’”

“Later,” Petra said gently but firmly. “I’ll, ah, see Bryce
out.” Light flashed, and they were gone.

Naveen looked from Kristin to Craig. “Why was he calling me the
creepy little dude from The Lord of the Rings?”

Kristen giggled. “That wasn’t what he meant. But don’t worry.
He’s nuts. He must be to be a terrorist.”

“Yeah,” Naveen agreed. Then he grinned at Craig. “Let’s get
outta here. Can you, like, Jedi mind-trick your doc so you can
leave?”

Craig gave him a sly grin. “You bet.” The air conditioning
kicked on, raising goosebumps on his bare arms and legs. “Right
after I get dressed.”

 

***

 

Craig tilted his head as he studied the odd, twisty carving*
that Petra’s weird friend had gifted him. He supposed it was
dehydrated pineapple, or maybe that was the beer talking.

After leaving the hospital, he, Kristen, and Naveen had taken
the bus to his and Naveen’s apartment. Although the hospital had
washed the clothes Craig had been wearing when the ship was
attacked, he had no intention of wearing them any longer than
necessary. He’d changed into a clean T-shirt and shorts while
Kristen and Naveen waited in the living room. Then they went
straight to Mike’s. There wasn’t much that a pitcher of Fire Rock
Pale Ale and Mike’s bacon cheeseburgers couldn’t fix.

They’d finished their burgers and started their second pitcher
of Fire Rock when Kristen remembered the newspaper-wrapped carving
she’d stuffed in her purse before they left the hospital room.
“From Tim,” she’d half-giggled across the molded plastic table. He
was glad she was relaxing a little. Kristen had been quiet and
intense for much of the short time he’d known her.

“Dude’s nice,” Naveen said, tilting his plastic chair back on
two legs, “but pretty out there. He’d totally hook you up at
4:20.”

“Four-twenty?” Kristen asked.

Craig and Naveen chuckled, prompting a self-conscious blush from
Kristen. “Weed,” Craig said. He gestured as if taking a drag on a
joint.

“Oh.” She tried not to look embarrassed and mostly failed.
“Petra, um, called? talked to me earlier.” She waved one hand near
her temple, which Craig took to mean telepathy. “Said she was
checking in, and that she’ll catch up with us later.”

“Sure.” Craig stretched, enjoying the evening breeze and long
shadows cast by palm trees to the right of the patio. As he reached
for his half-full glass, he caught Naveen sneaking another look at
Kristen. Suppressing a grin, he said, “So, Kristen, how’d you get
mixed up with this loser?”

Naveen mock-scowled at him. “Some friend you are,” he retorted,
flinging a french fry across the table.

Craig caught the projectile and ate it, then returned his
attention to Kristen. Her expression was a curious combination of
amusement and self-consciousness. “Well, um,” she began, “Petra,
Miguel, and I were on our way to Strandline. On a freighter. Naveen
kind of… appeared.”

Naveen raised his nearly empty glass of beer toward Craig in a
salute. “Thanks to you,” he said, his smile genuine. “Why didn’t
you come with?”

Craig shrugged. “Dunno. That was the plan. I guess I couldn’t
concentrate enough because of the pain. Seriously, man, you don’t
want to get burned like that. Shit.”

“I believe it.” Naveen drained the last of the beer from his
glass and set it aside. “I totally lucked out. Miguel and Petra
said that I could have shown up anywhere. And you have a hell of a
reach, man.”

“Huh?” Puzzled, he reached for the pitcher to fill everyone’s
glasses.

“You dropped me a few hundred miles east of Strandline.”

Craig hesitated with his hand on the pitcher’s handle. He
deliberately avoided his friend’s gaze. “Really?”

“That’s what they said,” Kristen confirmed. “Not that I had any
idea where we were. It was ocean in every direction.”

Nodding, Craig filled everyone’s glasses, which emptied the
pitcher. After sitting down he took a long swig of beer; he didn’t
like what he was hearing. He donned a smile and said, “Definitely
lucky.”

Kristen’s eyes darted between Craig and Naveen, but she didn’t
comment. Instead she took a sip of beer and asked, “What do you do
on the Champlain, Craig?”

He gave her a grateful smile. “More like did, considering the
damage to the ship.”

“Bastards,” Naveen grumbled.

“Yeah,” Craig agreed. “I–”

A sharp crack caught him by surprise, and the long, rumbling
boom following it even more so. The classic rock sounding from
speakers cut off as the lights winked out. Everyone on the patio
seemed to hold their breath in the evening gloom. The distant
squeal of tires on pavement brought the moment to an abrupt
end.

“What the hell was that?” Naveen exclaimed, echoing several
other people’s sentiments.

Kristen twisted around in her seat. She peered up at Koʻolau Range, now
a dark shadow looming to the northeast. “Is the volcano
erupting?”

“No,” Craig said absently as he peered looked around as well.
Not all of the city’s power was out. The southeastern part of the
city was lit up like a Christmas tree. “The volcano’s extinct.”

A soft hum crescendoed to a whine, then silenced. He wasn’t sure
if it was the weird noises or something else that raised the hairs
on the back of his neck.

Kristen stood up so quickly that she knocked her chair over.
“We’re trapped,” she breathed, her eyes wide.

Naveen took a step toward her. “What? Kristen, it’s–”

“No,” Kristen said, shaking her head and backing away. “You
don’t understand. I worked on them.”

The pretty young woman was a hairsbreadth from full-blown panic.
Craig stood as well, projecting calm toward her. Either her shields
or anxiety rebuffed his efforts.

Kristen’s eyes darted around wildly, then seemed to settle on
something to the east. She took off running in that direction,
dodging around tables.

“Shit, Kristen! What the hell!” Naveen sprinted after her.

Craig was on Naveen’s heels as he left the patio and headed down
the sidewalk. But between the glare of passing cars’ headlights and
deepening twilight, he soon was colliding with pedestrians and
stumbling over obstacles.

“‘Veen, wait!” Craig shouted as he slowed to a halt. He stepped
out of the flow of foot traffic as he caught his breath and waited
for his friend to stop. He wasn’t going to break his neck running
in the dark, especially when he could teleport to Naveen’s side
once the idgit stopped running. So Craig waited, wondering what on
earth had spooked Kristen so badly.










Chapter 10
Godzilla


If not for the people on the sidewalk he had to dodge around,
Naveen would have caught up with Kristen already. She was fast, but
his strides were longer, and Kristen was stumbling an awful lot.
Odd considering that it wasn’t even dark yet.

Ahead King Street turned sharply to the east, but Kristen seemed
oblivious. Finally Naveen grabbed her arm, jerking her to a stop
before she collided with the side of L&L Hawaiian Barbecue. The
headlights of a passing car threw more light on the obvious
obstacle.

Kristen, shaking and panting, blinked at the painted cinderblock
wall, then at Naveen. She managed a small smile. “Thanks.”

“Sure,” Naveen shrugged. She didn’t seem like she’d bolt again,
so he let go of her arm. “That woulda hurt.”

Kristen just nodded. She put her back to the wall and looked to
the south as she caught her breath.

Naveen followed suit. From this vantage point the power seemed
to be out in much of the city, presumably from whatever that boom
had been. He wouldn’t be surprised if the damned Greenmen claimed
responsibility. Why they were suddenly picking on the Republic he
didn’t know.

Kristen’s breaths had slowed, but she still wasn’t talking.
Keeping worry and frustration out of his voice, Naveen asked, “What
were you talking about before? You worked on what?”

She pursed her lips for a long moment. “Godzilla.”

“Huh?”

A blinding burst of light flashed to Naveen’s right. Even as he
yelped and threw up his arm to shield his eyes, the glow
materialized into Craig. “Jeez, man!”

Craig gave him and Kristen an apologetic look. “Sorry. Everyone
okay?” The question was mostly directed at Kristen.

“I guess.” She peered nervously to the south again.

Craig and Naveen followed her gaze. All Naveen saw was a lack of
city lights… and smoke. A plume of smoke twisted into the darkening
sky.

“What is it?” Craig asked.

“Godzilla, apparently,” Naveen replied. Craig frowned at him.
Naveen shrugged and gestured at Kristen. “She said she’d worked on
him.”

“It,” Kristen confirmed.

Craig blew out a long breath. “Seeing how there are no overgrown
lizards trashing the city, care to elaborate?”

“Faraday
cages,” she stated. Naveen and Craig looked at her blankly. “I
worked on the containment part of Godzilla, the Faraday cages.
They’re electromagnetic fields turned to keep nicts out… or
in.”

“That was the whine?” Craig asked.

Kristen nodded. “Yeah. The field generators powering up. It
sounded like it came from this direction–” she waved to the east
“–so I went this way. Anyone can walk through the field. You just
can’t teleport through it.”

Naveen considered that for a moment. “That Farscape thing–”

“Faraday,” Kristen corrected.

“–right, Faraday thing sucks and all, but I don’t see anything
to run from. So we’re cool, right?”

Kristen smiled sheepishly. “Right. I keep forgetting this isn’t
the Coalition. Even with the palm trees.”

Craig stared at her. “You’re from the Western Coalition?” She
nodded, and he laid one hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad you got
out.”

She nodded again, but didn’t seem to share Craig’s relief. “So,
um, I guess we should go back to Mike’s before they think we were
pulling a dine and dash.”

“Good idea,” Naveen grinned.

As they walked west on King Street, multiple sirens sounded from
the south. Craig, Kristen, and a few other pedestrians stopped and
peered toward the noise.

Naveen stopped and looked as well. He wasn’t surprised to see
that the column of smoke had widened. “Just the fire department,”
he said.

Kristen stood on tiptoes. “You can see fire engines? I can
hardly see my hand in front of my face.”

“Well, no,” Naveen said, choosing not to point out that it was
still twilight. “I assume they’re responding to the fire that’s
making all of that smoke.”

Craig and Kristen exchanged a look, then faced Naveen. “What
smoke?”

Naveen waved at the sooty plume in the distance. “Uh, that
one?”

Kristen looked in the direction he’d indicated, then back to him
and shook her head. Craig gulped, of all things! “‘Veen, man,”
Craig said, his voice hesitant, “I can’t see shit over there.”

“Are you blind?” Naveen pointed straight at the smoke. “Right
there!”

“The sun set a half hour ago, Naveen,” Kristen said quietly.
Craig nodded beside her.

Naveen frowned at them, ignoring how his stomach had tied into a
knot. “You need to get your eyes checked.” Then he nodded toward
Mike’s and resumed walking.

Kristen caught up with him moments later. Craig’s soft footsteps
were just behind them. “Naveen,” Kristen said with the same quiet,
careful tone she’d just used. “I think something happened in the
hospital room.”

“No shit,” he shot back. He saw Kristen tense out of the corner
of his eyes. “Sorry,” Naveen said with a rueful smile. “I mean,
yeah. Something definitely happened.” He held up his formerly
broken arm and canted his head toward Craig briefly.

“More than–”

“Hey, I have a question,” Naveen interrupted. He had no desire
to think about the craziness in the hospital room any further.
“Why’d they call the Farrah Fawcett thing ‘Godzilla’?”

Kristen cracked a smile. “Faraday.” She studied Naveen for a
moment, then said, “The Faraday cages are only part of the
project.” She lowered her voice a bit more. “It’s a military system
to defend against the nict– um, terrorists. We figured that
Godzilla was a silly code name.”

Craig moved up to walk on Kristen’s other side. “What do the
other parts of, ah, Godzilla do?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.” She worried her lip briefly. “I
was proud to be part of the team. I thought I was keeping people
safe.”

“Propaganda,” Craig sniffed.

Kristen stopped short and glared at him. “I know lots of people
who died in terrorists attacks, so don’t you–”

Light flashed behind Kristen, making Naveen squeeze his eyes
shut. “Petra!” Craig and Kristen exclaimed.

He opened his eyes to find Petra leaning heavily on Kristen.
Blood dripped from Petra’s scalp down the side of her face, and
cuts and bruises marred her left leg. “What happened?!” Kristen
cried.

“I tried to get us out,” she said. “Me and Bryce. There’s a
containment field or something. They’re trying to fight it, but I
don’t think–”

“Fight what?” Craig said.

An image flickered in Naveen’s mind: a huge, bulky figure in the
middle of downtown. It was darker than the night sky behind it. Red
and blue police lights whirled, revealing glimpses of the monster’s
irregular surface.

Petra’s eyes pleaded with the three of them. “We have to do
something! They’re going to die!”










Chapter 11
Soylent Green


Although Petra’s blood-streaked face was directly in front of
Kristin, the image of the monster filled her mind’s eye. Godzilla,
Kristin thought. It felt like an accusation.

“Of course we’ll come,” Craig said.

Kristin’s peripheral vision caught Naveen nodding. “Let’s
go.”

He took Kristin’s hand. She flinched. “Um…” All eyes turned to
her. Did they blame her? It was to dark for her to tell from their
expressions, and she didn’t dare lower her mental shields. “What
would we do?”

Naveen’s laugh was half amused and half frustrated. “You guys
are, like, superheroes! Throw a car at it with your minds or
something.”

Kristin blinked and turned to Petra. “We can do that?”

“No!” Petra’s vehemence took them by surprise. To Kristin she
said, “We’ll think of something. Follow me.” She disappeared with a
flash of light.

“You’ve got ‘Veen?” Craig asked.

“No!” Kristin shot back. “I mean, yes, but hold on a minute! We
don’t know what we’re doing, and how the hell do I follow
Petra?”

“Oh, right,” Craig said, chagrined. “I’ll teach you later. Let
me steer for now.” His hand clapped down on Kristin’s shoulder,
teleporting the three of them to what she figured was karma
catching up with her.

Smoke burned Kristin’s throat as she tried to get her bearings.
Blue and red lights flashed from fire engines and police cars
haphazardly parked along a wide city road. A few cars had crashed
or jumped the curb on to the sidewalk and sat abandoned. Some
odd-shaped lumps also dotted the sidewalk. Kristin hoped they
weren’t people.

Down! Petra’s mental voice ordered. Kristin, Craig, and
Naveen dropped to their knees. Her hand–one of which clasped
Naveen’s–touched cool grass. Somewhat surprised, she glanced
around. They crouched behind a bench in a small, narrow park. The
boulevard, which was eerily silent and still, was directly ahead.
On the far side of the road smoke poured from an industrial-looking
cluster of buildings. A line of palm trees attempted to beautify
the utilitarian facade. The flames lapping from the top of one of
half-crushed, cylindrical towers made the effort futile.

“The power plant,” Craig whispered.

The ground shuddered, just barely. Kristin exchanged wide-eyed
looks with Naveen and Craig. Petra, who was on Naveen’s left,
stared grimly ahead. Bryce sat to her left with his back to the
bench and the destruction beyond. Blood stained the gauze wrapping
his hand. His shoulders slumped, and his eyes were half-open.

The ground trembled again. It felt like it was coming from the
somewhere to the right.

Naveen’s hand tightened around Kristin’s. “Is that the monster?”
he asked.

“Yes,” Petra replied. “Walking.”

“Shit.” Kristin fully agreed with Craig’s sentiment.

Metal groaned and snapped, and a piece of sheet metal the size
of a Volkswagon flew over the ruined tower. It sailed across the
street and crashed into something–presumably a building–out of
sight. A glass-fronted building judging from the crash and
pattering of glass hitting pavement.

After releasing Kristin’s hand, Naveen peered over the bench to
the right. “Why aren’t we throwing cars at it?”

Petra frowned at Naveen. “Look.”

The monster’s footsteps thudded a few more times before it
rounded the corner of of the power plant and moved into view. The
roughly human-shaped giant stood four stories tall and half as
wide. Its bulk blocked some of the police lights, casting a swath
of black down the road.

“Fire!” a male voice shouted. Canisters spewing smoke pelted the
creature. Its scream sent chills up Kristin’s spine as it swung one
house-sized leg to boot a police car aside. The handful of cries
that joined the monster’s were eerily similar.

Horror gripped Kristin, and the strobing lights confirmed her
suspicion. People–dozens of them–made up the lumbering creature.
Narrow, whirling spotlights of red and blue showed a suited
businessman’s arms and torso here, and the legs of someone in
bloodstained white pants there. Somehow they pushed and pulled on
each other to form a whole. The mouths she could see hung wide open
and screaming. Some limbs twisted at unnatural angles. The giant
left wide, bloody footprints in its wake. Those unfortunate enough
to make up the monster’s feet were likely mincemeat by now.

Kristin managed to turn away from the others before her dinner
came back up. A hand–Petra’s? Naveen’s?–held her hair back as she
emptied her stomach. Had she unwittingly helped create this
creature? Was it part of the Godzilla project? The thought made her
stomach twist some more.

The monster screamed again, and Bryce cursed. “Water cannons.
Like that’ll stop it.”

Kristin sat up straight and turned around in time to see Craig
give Bryce a sour look. “What do you suggest they do, then?”

“Unless they have a witch on duty, they’re pretty much screwed.
They’re trying to fight magic with brute force!”

“Magic?” Naveen echoed.

Bryce studied Naveen for a long moment. “You could stop it.”

Naveen rolled his eyes. “You want me to run up and kick it in
its people-shin?”

“You’re a golem, you idiot. You’ll suck it dry!”

“What the fuck are you talking about?!”

“He’s right, Naveen,” Craig said softly.

Petra turned to Bryce. “Are you sure?”

“I am not a fucking golem, whatever the fuck that is!”

“Pretty sure,” Bryce replied as if Naveen hadn’t said a
word.

Craig, Petra, and Bryce exchanged a look. Kristin guessed what
they were planning, and she didn’t like it. “No!” she said. “Not
against his will.”

Petra gave her a rueful smile.

Kristin lunged at her, but Naveen vanished before she collided
with the other woman. “You bitch!”

The monster wailed with a hundred voices. Kristin scrambled to
her feet in time to see the giant crumble. Bodies tumbling to the
asphalt in a writhing mass. She didn’t see Naveen anywhere.

Soldiers, police, and medics rushed up to the human pile. Craig
was gaping at the carnage as well, but Petra and Bryce hadn’t even
gotten up. “Naveen’s in there!” Kristin said, waving at the chaos
at the end of the block. “He could be hurt, or worse. Don’t you
care?”

Bryce met her eyes easily. “Yes, but there’s no way I’m running
up to a bunch of soldiers.”

“I’m not leaving Bryce,” Petra said. “He’s too weak.” Kristin
glared at the older woman, who nodded wearily. “It had to be done.
I’ll accept the consequences.”

Disgusted, Kristin turned her back on them and hurried over to
the carnage. Craig soon caught up with her. “She’s right,” he said
softly.

“I thought you’re his friend,” Kristin said without slowing her
pace.

“I am!”

Kristin sniffed.

One of the soldiers stopped Kristin and Craig one hundred feet
from the monster’s remains. As she debated “Jedi mind-tricking” the
soldier to let them pass, the pile of bodies shuddered. A portion
of it rose up a few feet. Several still bodies slid aside. An arm
poked out, followed by broad shoulders, and a dark-haired head
emerged.

“Naveen!” Kristin shouted.

His head lifted, and Kristin gasped.

_______________________

If you’re scratching your head over this episode’s title,
it’s named after this
movie.










Chapter 12
Triage


For a few moments Naveen thought he was at the hot springs with
Maira. They’d been flirting all night at the party. When she dared
him to sneak into the resort with her, how could he say no? So
they’d slipped out, hopped the fence, and slunk over to one of the
smaller pools. With only a stand of bamboo hiding them from resort
patrons and staff, knowing that someone might walk in on them made
their shedding of clothes all the more erotic.

Maira slipped into the water first. Moonlight gave her black
hair a blueish tint and highlighted her curves. The long look he
got of her nude body and her smoldering eyes helped Naveen get over
the last of his nerves. She didn’t know that, at 21 years of age,
he still hadn’t popped his cherry. He’d do his best and was more
than willing to learn.

Naveen stepped into the waist-deep, almost too hot water.
Maira’s slick skin felt just as hot and infinitely more delicious.
They tasted each other and moved together. Sensation set his nerves
on fire, building until ecstasy exploded for a few delirious
seconds…

…unlike this time. Tingling pleasure thrummed through his body,
gradually tapering from its dizzying peak. Naveen felt lightheaded,
maybe because it was too hot. Although he was wet, it didn’t feel
like the hot springs. It was too dark and cramped.

Eventually Naveen realized that his lungs were aching. He shoved
at whatever was all around him, instinctively climbing up and
through. He surfaced and gulped down cool, foul-smelling air. God,
it smelled bad. Like locker-room bad plus the coppery tang of
blood. The remaining tingles kept Naveen from being too bothered by
it.

“Naveen!”

Kristin, he realized, and the nightmare of the past few minutes
came rushing back. His head snapped up, and he saw the tangle of
bodies all around him. Soldiers formed a perimeter a few dozen feet
away. One of them held back Craig and Kristin, who both stared
open-mouthed at him.

A soldier reached a meaty hand up toward Naveen. “Got another
one!” he shouted over his shoulder. To Naveen he said, “Sir! Sir,
can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” Naveen replied, grabbing the soldier’s hand. It was–no,
he was–slippery, but he held on tight and squirmed out of
the human detritus. The last ripple of pleasure had faded, and he
knew he should be horrified, but he wasn’t. Instead he felt oddly
disconnected as he stumbled down the pile of bodies. Better that
than puking everywhere, he supposed.

The soldier, whose nametag read “Sponzler,” looked him up and
down. “Can you walk?”

Naveen nodded. “What happened?” He knew he’d gotten inside the
monster thanks to Petra, that bitch, but wanted to know where the
giant had come from.

“Damned if I know,” Sponzler said, waving another solider over.
“Sarge said the trouble started near 
Aloha Tower.” The other solider, a solidly-built woman who
looked a little like Maira, trotted up. “Get him to triage,”
Sponzler told her.

“Yes, sir.”

Not-Maira led Naveen to a tent that had been erected one block
to the north. A handful of cops and soldiers joined them along the
way. Each escorted other gore-covered survivors who weren’t badly
injured. Some limped or cradled an arm. A few sobbed hysterically.
Naveen didn’t blame them one bit.

He and not-Maira were about to enter the tent when Kristin came
galloping up behind them. “Naveen!” He turned and found Craig
beside her. Both looked worried sick.

“Friends?” not-Maira asked. Naveen nodded. The soldier told
them, “He needs to get checked out. You can come in. Just stay out
of the way.” Craig and Kristin agreed and followed them inside.

The scene looked like something out of M*A*S*H,
but with modern medical equipment and wounded civilians instead of
soldiers. Doctors and nurses tended to obviously broken bones,
bruises, cuts, and God knew what else. Judging from the blood and
other bodily fluids covering most of the injured, they’d been part
of the people-monster. Naveen absently noted that, under the gore,
many of them were white, older, and well-dressed.

A nurse took one look at Naveen and directed him, Craig, and
Kristin to the far corner of the tent, where a few others with
minor injuries sat on the ground. “We’ll see you as soon as we
can,” the nurse assured him. “Do you want a blanket? Water?”

Naveen grimaced at a pot-bellied old man in what had been a nice
suit writhing on a nearby gurney. “No, thanks.”

The nurse nodded and strode away.

Kristin, Craig, and Naveen sat down in the “not too badly hurt”
area, keeping a respectful distance from the other patients. Craig
kept stealing glances at him, which was rather unnerving. “Dude,”
Craig finally whispered, “you did it.”

Naveen concentrated on cleaning gunk out from under his
fingernails. He really hoped it was grease instead of something…
more recent. “Looks like.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Kristin laid one of her hands on
Naveen’s blood and sweat-covered arm. “I’m glad, but… Petra
shouldn’t have done that!”

Naveen sniffed, but put his hand over Kristin’s. “No shit.”

“Yeah,” Craig agreed.

“Where is she?” The growl in Naveen’s voice surprised him.

“She stayed with Bryce,” Kristin said softly. “He’s hurt or
something.”

Naveen smiled mirthlessly. “It’s good to know who your friends
are.” He caught Craig’s eye. “You know more about this golem thing
than you’ve let on. Tell me.”

Craig gulped. “I will. But later, okay?”

Naveen nodded. “Okay.”

 

***

 

They returned to the apartment three hours later. Half an hour
of the delay was due to answering the police’s questions, during
which Kristin made herself scarce. Naveen didn’t think that the
Republic would send her back to the Western Coalition, but he
didn’t blame her for being cautious.

Now he stood in the shower under near-scalding water. Other
people’s blood and bits of flesh were long gone, but he didn’t feel
clean. There was just him. A golem, which apparently was person who
ate magic… and got off on it. It shouldn’t have felt that good, he
thought. So he closed his eyes, let the water wash over him, and
tried not to think.

After donning a fresh T-shirt and shorts–the ones he’d been
wearing were wrapped in a trash bag and headed for the dumpster out
back–Naveen padded barefoot into the living room. He almost didn’t
recognize the place. It was as clean as it had been when Craig’s
mother had visited a few months ago.

Naveen blinked at Craig, who’d flopped on the armchair with a
bottle of Fire Rock. Some sort of reality TV show flickered on the
TV on the opposite side of the room. Craig shrugged. “I figured I
ought to pick up, and Kristin wanted to help.”

Kristin, who sat cross-legged on the end of the couch near
Craig, sipped at a glass of orange juice. “It’s the least I could
do for letting me stay here overnight.”

“Sure thing,” Naveen said, and wandered into the kitchen. As he
grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge, he idly wondered where
Petra and her terrorist friend Bryce were. They’d used him, and
apparently abandoned Kristin. Nice.

Shoving the bitter thought aside, Naveen returned to the living
room and settled on the far end of the couch.

“Feel better?” Kristin asked. Craig gave him a hopeful
half-smile.

Naveen nodded agreement, then turned to the TV for distraction.
On the screen Mike Rowe crawled through muck on his hands and
knees. “‘Dirty
Jobs’?”

“Yep.”

Naveen waved a dismissive hand at the TV. “Amateurs.” His
friends’ chuckles were heartening. That and a long swig of beer
helped him say, “So, golems.”

Craig squirmed in the armchair. Kristin frowned, then met
Naveen’s eyes. “I’d never heard of them until today. From what
Bryce said, they’re… people who can neutralize magic.” She shook
her head. “I can’t believe I’m talking about magic seriously.”

“Yeah,” Naveen and Craig agreed, which halved the tension in the
room. Craig added, “Before today I’d only heard rumors. Supposedly
the Greenmen were freaked about spies or robots or something.”

“Robots?” Kristin and Naveen echoed.

Craig shrugged. “That was one story I heard. That some
Terminator-like thing got into one of their cells and fucked shit
up.”

Naveen couldn’t resist. Donning what he hoped was an Austrian
accent, he intoned, “Come with me if you want to live.” His
audience rewarded him with laughter.

“‘Veen, man,” Craig chuckled, “That sounded nothing like
Schwarzenegger.”

“Hey, you got it, right?”

Craig snorted. “Only because there was context!”

Their amusement lapsed into uneasiness. “Any other stories?”
Naveen prompted.

“Yeah,” Craig said. “All speculation about what has the Greenmen
so shook up. Mr. Universe* thinks it’s Soviet super-soldiers.”

Kristin raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Mr. Universe?”

“You know, the blogger? I follow his tweets.”

Kristin gave him a blank look while Naveen shook his head in
amusement. “Dude, you really need to get off Twitter.”

Craig frowned at him. “It’s good information. Well, sometimes.”
He turned to Kristin. “You on Twitter?”

She shook her head. “Not my kind of thing. What else does, ah,
Twitter have to say about the Greenmen?”

Although he looked a little defensive, Craig said, “Lots of
stuff. It’s hard to tell what’s for real, though. Most people seem
to think that the Western Coalition is going after them.”

“Makes sense,” Naveen said. “The Greenmen target them a lot.” He
faced Kristin. “Do you think that the Godzilla project you worked
on might be involved?”

This time Kristin squirmed. Studying her hands in her lap, she
said, “Maybe? I didn’t think too much about who the terrorists
were. I guess I thought they were all nicts, and some were
Greenmen. But I never heard anything about golems or magic.” She
dragged her eyes up to meet Naveen’s. “There’s something else you
should know.”

Naveen gulped. He wanted to make a joke, or do anything to
change the subject. Instead he prompted, “Yeah?”

“Your forehead glowed,” Craig blurted.

“What?”

“For a few seconds, after you, um, surfaced from the…
people-monster thing.” Kristin gave him a tense grin; she was as
uncomfortable as he was. “It looked like writing or something, but
I couldn’t make it out.” Craig nodded confirmation.

Naveen stared at them for a few moments, then turned to the TV.
A buff black guy wearing only a towel told him to wear Old Spice
aftershave. The ad was wholly ineffective considering the day’s
events. He was a magic-eating golem who could see in the dark and
had a sometimes glowing forehead. What the fuck?!

“‘Veen?” Craig ventured.

Naveen barked a laugh, then chugged the rest of his beer. “Yeah.
I’m good. Going to bed. If I start glowing again or anything, give
me a heads up.” He gave his friends a forced smile, then trudged to
his bedroom.

The room, with dirty clothes, magazines, and console games
strewn on the floor, was a sty, but oddly comforting. It was
his mess. Naveen’s, not some weird golem thing’s. He
stripped off his clothes and crawled into bed in his boxers.

Although he really was tired, sleep wouldn’t come. Instead he
lay there, replaying the day’s events in his mind. It was messed
up, all of it.

He tried to think about other things–working on the Champlain’s
engine, playing soccer, getting into trouble with Maira–but it
didn’t do any good. His mind returned to the giant and the poor
people making up its bulk. He wondered how many were dead, how many
would be fucked up for life from the trauma, and if his part in it
had made things worse. What would happen if he came near magic
again?

The memories and uncertainty made his heart race. Soon his
breath came quickly and shallowly, and he was trembling. Naveen
curled into a ball with his back to the door and told himself to
stop, to calm down. He didn’t.

The door opened and shut, and quiet footsteps padded toward him.
“Kris?” Naveen whispered.

“Yeah,” she said softly. The mattress dipped from her slight
frame. Her hand, cool compared to his too-hot skin, felt good on
his shoulder. She curled up against him, his sweat dampening her
clothes. “Is this okay?”

“Yes.” He was surprised by his answer. He should have been
embarrassed, but he wasn’t. They’d both been through hell–although
he didn’t know the details about hers–and it was good to have
someone just be there. So he let her hold him, and his breathing
and heartbeat slowed to normal. Nevertheless, his mind kept asking
one question: What am I?

“You’re my friend,” Kristin whispered back.

Naveen blinked; he hadn’t thought he’d voiced the question.
Either way it didn’t matter. “Friends,” he replied, and drifted to
sleep.

______________________________________

* 
Mr. Universe is an homage to the character from the movie
Serenity.










Chapter 13
Perfect Strangers


Kristin stayed beside Naveen after he’d drifted to sleep. It
wasn’t just because he felt good, although she couldn’t deny that
that was part of it. For the first time since 
she’d fled San Francisco, Kristin felt secure. In a way, Naveen
was a kindred spirit. Both of their lives had been turned
upside-down.

After indulging for a few more minutes, Kristin willed herself
away from Naveen’s warm, toned body and returned to the living
room. Craig was still sprawled in the armchair. He sat up straight,
setting his now-empty beer bottle on the floor. “Is he okay?”

Kristin nodded as returned to her earlier spot on the couch. “As
okay as you can get after what he’s been through.”

“What are we–” Craig cut himself off and gave Kristin an
apologetic half-smile. “I’m making assumptions. You probably want
to get back to Strandline.”

Kristin frowned for a moment, puzzled. “Oh. Um… not really. I…”
What could she say? ‘I’m a refugee. Need a roommate?’ Instead she
replied, “I only got there recently, so it’s not like home or
anything.” She pushed back a wave of homesickness; she doubted
she’d see San Francisco again. “It might seem weird since I barely
know you guys, but I would like to help. I kinda get what Naveen’s
going through. I just ‘broke out’ myself.”

Craig’s eyes went wide. “That’s right, from the Western
Coalition.” He waved at the window. With the blinds still pulled
up, the view of the half-dark city competed with glare from the TV.
“With all of the craziness earlier I’d forgotten about that. You
can stay here as long as you like. I’m sure ‘Veen’s cool with it.”
Then his face fell.

“What?” Kristin asked.

“I need to call Pacific Rim tomorrow. See how long the ship’s
out of commission. I might be out of a job. Naveen too.”

Kristin nodded, pushing aside thoughts of her aborted career.
Chagrined, she admitted, “I’m pretty much broke. But I can and will
work.”

“It’ll be all right,” Craig said with a smile. “We nictans gotta
stick together.” Mention of their subspecies made Kristin tense.
Craig noticed. “It gets easier. Getting away from Coalition
propaganda will help a lot. And seriously? Teleporting rocks.”

Kristin laughed. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

***

Around 11 a.m. Kristin bounded up the stairs to her new home.
The new-to-her backpack slung over one shoulder was filled to
bursting with clothes she’d bought at a consignment shop. Craig had
lent her money–Republic bills were appropriately colorful for the
tropics–to go shopping. She couldn’t wait to shower and change into
clean clothes.

The aroma of pancakes and bacon greeted Kristin as she let
herself into the apartment. Naveen, who was working on a plate of
fried goodness in front of the TV, waved a hello as he chewed.
After swallowing he said, “Morning!”

“What’s left of it,” Kristin teased.

Naveen shrugged and pointed his fork at the kitchen. “There’s
more if you want some.”

Kristin’s rumbling stomach decided for her. “I think I will,
thanks.” After setting her backpack down against he low wall
separating the kitchen from the living room, Kristin helped herself
to a chipped ceramic plate and cheap cutlery. Naveen and Craig’s
apartment was a bachelor pad if she’d ever seen one.

“Have fun shopping?” Naveen called.

“Yeah,” she replied as she put two strips of bacon and two
pancakes on her plate. “Rose’s Consignment had plenty to choose
from.” She didn’t normally buy second-hand clothes, but beggars
can’t be choosers. As she returned to the living room with her
second breakfast she asked, “Where’s Craig?”

“Shower,” Naveen said. “Dude takes forever.”

Kristin sat on the couch beside Naveen, balancing her plate on
her lap. “Ah.”

They ate quietly for a few minutes before Kristin’s curiosity
got the better of her. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Naveen said. “Really. I feel… normal.” He grinned, but
it was forced. “My forehead’s not glowing, is it?”

Kristin’s smile was equally strained. “It’s not.” After catching
his eye she added, “We’ll figure this out, Naveen.”

Naveen turned his eyes back to his half-empty plate. “Nah.
There’s nothing to figure out. I just avoid magic, that’s all.”

Kristin raised her eyebrows. “That’s all?”

“Yeah. Life goes on. I mean, what else am I gonna do? Check
myself into the nearest mad scientists’ lab and ask them to
identify me?”

“You could talk to your parents. Maybe they–”

“Nah,” Naveen said. “Besides, Craig and I have to be at the
downtown office at 12:30. Paperwork to fill out or something. You
might want to come along. Maybe they’re hiring. Pacific Rim
Transport is a big company, so they hire more than sailors and
grease monkeys. You said you’re an engineer, right?”

“Yeah, but you have to be certified to do engineering work. At
least you do in the Coalition.” Kristin pushed a piece of bacon
around on her plate. Thinking about her former country made her
uneasy. “I have my Coalition ID, but nothing to prove to them that
I’m qualified to do electrical engineering work.”

Naveen frowned. “That sucks. I say come along anyway. Maybe
something will turn up.”

Kristin shrugged. “All right.”

An hour later she, Craig, and Naveen appeared beneath a 
Monkeypod tree in downtown Honolulu. High-rise buildings
towered over the trees lining the busy street and shading the
small, landscaped areas between skyscrapers. Before they’d left,
Craig had explained that this was one of the Honolulu nictans’
unofficial arrival and departure spots. Teleporting in a crowded
city could be dangerous for the nictan and anyone inadvertently in
the space the nictan intended to occupy.

Kristin looked around to get her bearings. A few pedestrians
started at their arrival, but went back to their business. Their
blasé attitude astounded Kristin. In San Francisco people would be
screaming for the militia.

A cluster of people a block to the west caught Kristin’s
attention. Parked at the curb was a news reporter’s van. A
retractable satellite dish pointed skyward. “I wonder what’s going
on down there,” Kristin wondered aloud.

“Hey,” Craig said, “that’s King Street.”

Kristin looked at him blankly.

“The M*A*S*H tent was there last night,” Naveen clarified.

To Kristin’s ears his voice sounded carefully neutral.
Nevertheless, she started toward the small crowd. “We’ve got a few
minutes. Let’s see what’s going on.”

“It’s just some dumb reporter,” Naveen called after her.

Kristin stopped and turned around. Craig had halted between her
and Naveen, who hadn’t budged. “Exactly,” she countered. “Maybe
they found out more about the people-monster. Aren’t you
curious?”

“Yes,” Craig said at the same time that Naveen expressed the
opposite. Craig walked up to his friend. They exchanged a few
hushed words, and the pair caught up with Kristin. “C’mon,” Craig
said, continuing forward. “Before ‘Veen chickens out again.” A grin
softened the barb.

“I was not chickening out,” Naveen shot back, also grinning. His
smile faded a bit. “They won’t tell us anything we don’t already
know, is all.”

They soon maneuvered their way to the front of the crowd, which
surrounded a pretty young female reporter and a cameraman. Both
looked to be of Hawaiian descent. The cameraman fiddled with his
equipment as the reporter studied a script.

Surprise surged from Naveen and Craig. Kristin glanced up to
find Naveen staring at the reporter, and Craig grinning at Naveen.
“What?” Kristin whispered.

“I didn’t know she’s a reporter,” Naveen said just as
quietly.

They had a thing a while ago, Craig told Kristin.

Oh. A small part of Kristin didn’t like that, which was
ludicrous. She’d known Naveen for all of four days. Fortunately the
cameraman pointed his camera at the reporter, distracting Kristin
from her thoughts.

“Ready, John?” the reporter asked. John must have said yes,
because she squared her shoulders, held her script at her side, and
raised her microphone to chest-level. “Last night this busy
intersection in downtown Honolulu couldn’t have looked more
different. I’m standing a the corner of Bishop and South King
Streets, where the Hawaiian Army and the Red Cross had set up an
emergency triage station to treat victims of the alleged terrorist
attack that knocked out power to half of the city. The incident has
claimed the lives of 19 people and injured dozens more. Most of the
victims had been attending an International Polymers corporate
function at the Waterfront near Aloha Tower.

“National security officials have not yet commented on
speculation regarding the details of the alleged attack. Rumors
range from an amphibious military assault, a strike by the Greenmen
ecoterrorist group, to a rampaging human-shaped construction.” The
corners of the reporter’s mouth turned up for a split second, then
her professional countenance returned. “President DuBois’ press
conference at 7:00 should provide some answers. This is Maira
Kealoha, KHON News, Honolulu.”

She smiled at the camera until John said, “Good, Maira. That one
should do it.” He shrugged the heavy camera from his shoulder.

Maira nodded, then waved at admirers calling her name from the
crowd. One of them was a pimply-faced teenager standing a few feet
to Naveen’s left. Kristin saw Naveen’s and Maira’s eyes meet, the
latter’s widening with recognition. She muttered something to the
cameraman, then rushed up to Naveen. “You’re all right!”

Kristin lowered her shields to sample the other woman’s
emotions. They were a jumble dominated by surprise and relief.

Naveen shifted his weight and gave the other woman a nervous
smile. “Yeah. Hi, Maira.”

“Hi, Naveen.” She took a step back and gave him, Kristin, and
Craig a self-conscious smile. Then her attention returned to
Naveen. “I’m sorry. Your name was on the list. I was worried.”

Pimple-face gaped at Naveen. “Dude! You were there? What was it,
like, a big sea monster?” The teenager’s enthusiasm earned the
attention of others in the crowd who’d been turning away. Naveen
blinked at the kid like a deer in headlights.

Craig stepped up beside Naveen. “Why don’t you watch the press
conference tonight and find out?” His voice was mild, but Kristin
felt the empathic push behind it.

Pimple-face nodded at Craig. “Yeah, man. Good idea.” He and the
others wandered away.

Naveen smiled at Craig, and Maira chuckled softly. “I so wish I
could do that. Good to see you, Craig.”

“Same here, Maira. Maira, this is our friend Kristin.” Craig
gestured between the two of them. “Kristin, Maira.”

“Nice to meet you,” Kristin managed.

“Likewise.” Maira seemed genuine, which was nice, Kristin
supposed.

Craig nodded in the direction the three of them had come from.
“We should head up to the office. ‘Veen, see you there?”

“Yeah,” Naveen said. Although his nerves remained, he didn’t
seem smitten. The latter made Kristin happier than she cared to
admit. “I’ll catch up soon.”

Kristin gave him and Maira a friendly wave as she walked off
with Craig. She looked up at her new friend and tried to act
nonchalant. What’s their story?

Craig’s smile was pure amusement. All I know is that it was
brief and passionate.

Ah. That made Kristin feel better. Sort of.
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Chapter 14
Gravitas


Naveen hadn’t missed Craig’s grin as he walked away with
Kristin. The guy was enjoying Naveen’s discomfort way too much.
He’d get back at him somehow. Was 23 too old to be giving a
smart-assed friend a wedgie?

“You all work together?” Maira asked.

Naveen returned his attention to his ex-girlfriend. She looked
fantastic, if uncharacteristically formal, in her tailored,
off-white pantsuit. Her black hair was pulled back in one of those
twisty hairdos, and looked just as professional. She’d occasionally
wore her hair up like that when they’d gone clubbing. Within an
hour it would come loose, following her movements like a banner as
they’d danced.

After giving himself a little mental shake, Naveen replied,
“Yeah. Sort of. I mean, Kris is looking for a job. Craig and I
might be too, after what happened to the Champlain.”

Maira’s eyes went wide. “You guys were working the Champlain?
Man, this has not been your week!”

“You can say that again,” Naveen laughed, albeit a bit
nervously. He really didn’t want to think about anything related to
his golemness, especially around his ex-girlfriend-turned-reporter.
So he nodded at the microphone she still held in one hand. “When’d
you land this gig?”

Maira’s smile lit her face. “Last month. It was pretty lean for
a while after ‘The King and I’ shut down. This isn’t theater, but
it pays the bills.”

“You sounded great,” Naveen said. “Lots of, whaddya call it?
Gravity.”

Maira frowned, puzzled, then broke into a grin. “I think you
mean ‘gravitas.’”

Naveen shrugged; English had never been his strong suit.
“Tomato, to-mah-to.”

“Hey, Maira!” She and Naveen followed the sound of the man’s
voice. The cameraman leaned out of the news van’s window. “We’re
supposed to be at the naval base in 15 minutes.”

“Shit!” Maira covered her mouth with one hand, as if that would
recall her mild swear. The gesture made Naveen frown. His Maira
wouldn’t have done that. “Public persona,” she explained, resigned.
Then her flirtatious smile was back. “We should have dinner
sometime.”

Naveen raised an eyebrow. “The last time we had dinner I came to
in Maui and couldn’t remember half of the weekend.”

Maira swatted his arm. “Oh, hush. It was fun, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Naveen agreed with a grin. “You can still do three-day
parties now that you’re KHON’s star reporter?”

A sly grin slid across Maira’s face. “Three-day, no. One-day,
yes.”

What harm would dinner do? None, except it would lead to
another, and then clubbing, and then a rave, and before he knew it
he’d have missed three days of work. And what would happen if he
came in contact with magic? “I, um, should get to the office.”

“You sound so white-collar,” Maira chuckled.

Naveen grinned. “Just gonna fill out some white-collar guy’s
paperwork.”

Maira studied him for a moment, then stood on tip-toes to give
him a peck on the cheek. “Good to see you, Naveen. Don’t be a
stranger.”

“I won’t,” Naveen said. At least his reply was half-truthful. He
was only a stranger to himself.

 

***

 

Craig and Naveen were uncharacteristically quiet during the
elevator ride from Pacific Rim Transport’s 14th floor offices to
the lobby. Kristin hadn’t been surprised that the company had no
openings suitable for her. The guys, however, were taking the news
of their furlough hard. As the elevator slowed, she ventured, “It
makes sense, since the Champlain is being repaired. And a furlough
is better than being let go.”

“Yeah,” Craig agreed, “but a furlough won’t pay the rent.”

Naveen sighed. “At least we got one more paycheck coming.” He
turned a somber look on his friend. “After that we’ll have to go
back to exotic dancing.”

Kristin did a double take, her eyes widening when Craig didn’t
laugh or even smile. Then her imagination conjured images of the
two of them wearing nothing but bow ties and speedos, and she felt
her face flush. Craig wasn’t bad looking at all, but she knew how
good Naveen smelled and felt.

The guys burst into laughter as the elevator doors slid open.
Kristin scowled at them, but couldn’t stay mad. They crossed the
marble-floored lobby, ignoring pointed frowns from suited
businesspeople.

They’d settled down by the time they stepped out of the
building’s cool, conditioned air into the humid afternoon outside.
Then Kristin noticed the dark-skinned woman with braided hair
standing under the Monkeypod tree near the curb, and her good mood
evaporated. “Petra,” she said loudly enough for the guys to
hear.

Craig and Naveen were equally displeased. “Look who’s back,”
Naveen drawled as they approached.

Petra had the decency to look contrite, which Kristin supposed
was something. “I really am sorry about last night, Naveen,” Petra
said, meeting his eyes. “If there had been another way–”

“Of course there was another way!” Naveen spat. “The favors I
owe you for getting me back here from Strandline? Consider them
paid. And way to ditch Kris on her first night here, especially
after that!” He waved in the direction of King Street.

Petra faced Kristin, unconcerned by the two muscular young men
flanking her. Kristin didn’t know how she did it. She was no
threat, but together Craig and Naveen must have outweighed Petra by
250 pounds. “I owe you an apology for that. Bryce was in bad shape.
I chose to tend to him.” She nodded at Craig. “And I knew he’d look
after you.”

Kristin opened her mouth to tell Petra exactly what she thought
about her choices, but Craig beat her to it. “You ‘knew,’” Craig
said, his voice quiet and intense. “That’s just like a Strandliner.
You think you know everything. What I know is that you chose a
terrorist over one of your own!”

Although he’d kept his voice down, the confrontation was drawing
stares. The attention helped Kristin rein in her temper and move
between Craig and Petra. “Enough.” She looked up at Craig and
Naveen. “Thank you. But I can fight my own battles.” Then she
turned to Petra. “I’m grateful that you and Miguel got me out of
the Coalition. I have somewhere to stay now.” She tossed a smile
over she shoulder at her friends.

The older woman frowned at the three of them for a long moment.
Last night was bad, Petra said mentally. Somehow Kristin
knew that she was the only one who could hear. There’s more
going on here than you know. Please believe me.

Kristin felt her sincerity… or thought that she did. Petra had
been doing her nictan thing for years. Who knew what tricks she’d
learned?

I don’t blame you for being angry, Petra added. I
would be too if I were in your shoes. I’m asking you to hear me
out, preferably without your bodyguards. A grin flitted across
her face as she said the last. Five minutes. That’s all I
ask.

Kristin frowned, considering.










Chapter 15
Lumen


Staying angry at Petra was hard. The thirtysomething woman
reminded Kristin of a veteran teacher: composed and unflappable.
She’d lowered her mental shields, so Kristin could feel her
contrition. Petra had blatantly used Naveen as a weapon against the
people-giant, but felt that it had been for the greater good.
Kristin grudgingly admitted that she’d been right.

“Five minutes,” Kristin said at last.

Petra smiled and shifted her oversized purse to her other
shoulder. “Thank you.” To Craig and Naveen she said, “We’re just
going to talk.” She glanced in the direction of the nearest tree
shading the landscaped area between office buildings, then looked
at Kristin questioningly.

Kristin nodded, and Petra walked in that direction. “Wait for
me?” she asked the guys. “Won’t be long.”

Naveen frowned at Petra’s retreating back. “I don’t trust
her.”

“I do,” Kristin countered, “to a point. I’ll be okay.”

“We’ll keep an eye on you,” Craig said.

Kristin grinned broadly. “I have bodyguards.” Her friends puffed
up and crossed their arms, macho-like. Even Naveen smiled.
“Thanks,” she said, and caught up with Petra.

Although the dark-skinned woman seemed to be casually leaning
against the palm tree, Kristin could feel her tension. Bryce
and I used to be together, Petra stated without preamble.

Kristin nodded. I’d guessed as much.

That was a few years ago. He’s one of the hard-core
Greenmen. The ‘humans are a pox upon the Earth’ kind.

Lovely, Kristin drawled.

Petra looked away, tucking one of her dark braids behind her
ear. That’s one of the main reasons we split up. I can’t
justify destroying polluters’ property in the name of
environmentalism.

The Greenmen have done lots more than that, Kristin
retorted.

Petra met Kristin’s eyes, her expression almost indignant.
No. Bryce swears that they do everything in their power to make
sure that people aren’t hurt, and I believe him. He says a copycat
group is responsible for the recent casualties.

Kristin shrugged, but chose not to argue. After all of the
violence she’d witnessed in the Coalition, she had no love for
terrorists.

Bryce said that the Greenmen haven’t attacked any targets in
three months. They’re scrambling to figure out who the copycats
are, and ameliorate the group’s damage.

Still not caring, Kristin said, shaking her head.
I’m not a tree-hugger, and no one has the right to destroy
other people’s property for their personal jihad.

Petra frowned, then drew a deep breath. Okay. Forget the
Greenmen. I have a hunch that the copycat group is behind the
monster we saw yesterday.

Why?

Because most of the victims of the attack were International
Polymers employees. Petra’s eyes flashed as she talked. The
attack had really gotten to her. The company was having and
event at the Waterfront. Someone used magic to possess those
people. Even if you don’t believe Bryce, you saw what happened when
Naveen, ah, touched them.

Kristin scowled. Not going to forget that anytime
soon.

I know. I’m not making excuses for myself. Nevertheless,
yesterday’s attack fits the copycats’ pattern. The target—or what
seems to be the target—is a known polluter, so it’s easy to pin on
the Greenmen.

Kristin frowned, considering. What else would the target
be?

I don’t know. But I’m worried about the anti-teleporting
field. I’ve never encountered one outside the Western
Coalition.

Guilt over her work on the Godzilla project welled up, but
Kristin quashed it. You think the copycats set up the
field?

Petra shook her head. Probably not, but I don’t have any way
to know one way or the other. It’s more likely that the Republic
had it installed. If that’s the case, this may not be a safe haven
for nictans for much longer.

I’ll take my chances, Kristin said. Honolulu was a
thousand times safer for her now than San Francisco was.

All right. Petra glanced at Craig and Naveen, who
hadn’t moved from their spot near the sidewalk. They were blatantly
watching like overprotective big brothers, which made Kristin smile
a little. Petra added, If Naveen wants to learn more about
what… who he is, Bryce may be able to help.

Kristin sniffed. In exchange for services rendered?

Petra fixed a disapproving frown on Kristin, which made her
squirm. How did she do that? No, not like that. The Greenmen
have encountered four golems, not counting Naveen, when dealing
with the copycats. They want to know where they’re coming from, and
Naveen probably has questions too. Consider it an exchange of
information.

I’ll relay the offer, but I doubt Naveen will go for it.
He’s pretty deep in denial.

Petra smiled sadly. I don’t blame him. She glanced
again at the boys, then turned back to Kristin. Keep in touch.
You know what my mind feels like, so you’ll be able to find
me.

Kristin blinked. It works like that?

How do you think I found you? Petra’s reply was matter
of fact.

That’s kind of creepy.

Petra shrugged. It’s part of who we are. Ask Craig to teach
you more shielding techniques. That’ll help.

Okay. For a moment doubt nagged at Kristin. Petra
seemed so worldly, and she was bumbling in the dark. But she’d
rather be bumbling with friends she trusted at her side, than with
Petra and her questionable ex-lover.

The thought of Bryce inspired one last question for Petra.
Petra? Um, where can I find, well, magic? Something small, in
case Naveen wants to experiment.

Petra grinned and reached into her purse. She pulled out a
small, oval pebble. Bryce enchanted this. Say ‘lumen’ aloud and
it’ll glow for a few minutes.

After a moment’s hesitation, Kristin took the pebble from Petra.
It felt like a regular old rock. She’d expected tingles or cold or
something. Thanks.

You’re welcome. And good luck. She gave the guys a
brief wave, smiled at Kristin, and vanished.

 

***

 

The afternoon passed uneventfully, which was a welcome change
after the chaos of the past few days. The only part that was out of
the ordinary was watching the President DuBois’ press conference on
one of the TVs at Mike’s. Everyone at the bar had tensed when the
President, who seemed to be well-liked, began speaking. He laid
blame for the attack at the Greenmen’s feet. Despite her earlier
sentiments, Kristin wondered if the terrorists really were being
framed.

Craig, Kristin, and Naveen returned to their apartment
pleasantly buzzed from a few pitchers of Fire Rock. Craig headed to
the bathroom—Naveen had cheerfully informed Kristin that their
roommate had a “baby bladder”—while Naveen rummaged through kitchen
cabinets for a snack. He was a bottomless pit when it came to
food.

As Kristin returned her newly made keys to her purse, her hand
touched the smooth surface of the pebble that Petra had given her.
“Hey, Naveen!” she chirped, and immediately wished she hadn’t.

Naveen looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, Kris?”

Her alcohol-fuzzed brain couldn’t think of anything else to say,
so she went with the truth. “I want to try something.”

“Oh?” Naveen said, waggling his eyebrows. Despite his clowning,
his grin was truly flirtatious.

Kristin laughed. “Not that sort of something.” At least not yet,
she admitted to herself. “It’s a little experiment.” She held up
the pebble for him to see.

“You wanna skip stones?”

“Not exactly.” Her expression sobered, and Naveen followed suit.
“It’s enchanted.”

Naveen took a step back, bumping into the kitchen counter. “Is
that what Petra gave you earlier?”

“Yeah,” Kristin admitted, watching Naveen’s reaction. He seemed
and felt wary but curious, so she added, “She got it from Bryce.
Said that it’ll glow when you say the magic word.”

Naveen kept his eyes on the pebble. “I don’t want anything to do
with it.”

She closed her fist around the stone, and Naveen relaxed a bit.
“I know what you’re going through,” Kristin said quietly. He
scowled, so she hurried to add, “Sort of. You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared.”

Kristin knew better, but didn’t want to push it. “Freaked
out?”

“Yeah. A little.”

She suppressed a smile; Naveen had to be so manly. “I’m getting
less freaked out about my own weirdness by learning about it. So I
thought you might want to, too. With something small.”

Naveen frowned at the rock in Kristin’s hand. “I don’t know
what’ll happen.”

“From what we’ve seen so far, I don’t think it would be anything
major. This should be a drop in the bucket compared to last night,
or the thing with Bryce in the hospital.”

Naveen thought for a moment longer, then shook his head. “Nope.
Not going there.”

“All right,” Kristin said.

Craig sauntered into the kitchen. “Hey, you guys up for a game
of Illumin—” His and Naveen’s eyes darted to Kristin’s side.

“What?” She followed their gaze to find that her hand was lit
from the inside. “Oh!” She moved her hand up to waist-level, then
uncurled her fingers. The stone sat on her palm, glowing like a
tiny light bulb. It wasn’t hot or cold, nor made any noise. The
sight was eerie, yet fascinating.

“Kris?” Craig ventured. “What the hell is that?”

“A present from Bryce,” Naveen grumbled. Yet he stared at the
enchanted stone just as intently as his friend.

Craig cursed under his breath. “Magic. Fantastic,” he sniffed,
frowning at Kristin.

“You’re the one who said the magic word,” Kristin pointed
out.

“How was I supposed to know that ‘Illuminati’ was the magic
word?!”

“Illuminati?” Kristin echoed, then shook her head. “Never mind.
The word is ‘lumen’—” She glanced at the stone, which continued to
glow. “—but apparently it’s not picky.”

The three watched it for a few moments. Finally Craig said, “How
do you turn it off?”

“I have no idea. But Petra said it should only last for a few
minutes.”

“Oh.”

They stared at the magical rock for a while longer before Craig
broke the silence. “I still feel like playing—”

“Let me see it.” Naveen’s voice was almost a whisper.

Kristin looked at him in surprise. Perhaps it was the light from
the pebble, but she thought he looked a little pale. “You’re
sure?”

“Yeah.”

He held his hand out, palm up. Kristin dropped the stone on to
it. The light immediately extinguished, and Naveen shivered. She
felt a rush of pleasure from him and surprise from Craig.

Look! Craig said mentally.

Kristin looked up in time to see the symbols glowing on Naveen’s
forehead. They were already fading, so she tried to etch the
pattern in her memory. Even if she didn’t remember it exactly, she
knew one thing for sure: it was a bar code.










Chapter 16
Barrier


Plunk. Plunk. Plunk.

Dripping water was the only thing Naveen could hear over his own
breathing and heartbeat. Keeping his belly on the cool ground, he
dared to raise his head to look for its source. Grass-covered sand
dunes, their colors faded from the twilight, surrounded him, and
stars pierced the night sky. The tall concrete wall he’d first seen
after he’d gotten outside loomed fifty meters ahead.

Plunk. Plunk.

Naveen rested his forehead on his arm. Shouldn’t be able to
hear it. Shouldn’t be able to see, his adrenaline-fueled
thoughts rambled. Never mind. Not important. He took a
deep breath and readied himself. His overdeveloped leg muscles—when
had that happened?— trembled with pent-up energy.

He leaped forward, his strides too long and movements too fast.
But it didn’t matter. He whispered through the reedy grass and flew
over one dune, then another and another.

When he crested the last dune he launching himself up and
forward. Colliding with the wall hurt, but he was too busy digging
his fingertips into the concrete to care. Naveen ignored
complaining nerves as blood flowed and concrete crumbled. Getting a
handhold was more important than pain.

Dangling from from a three-fingertip grip on the wall, Naveen
balled his other hand and drove it into the concrete. It and the
skin on his knuckles broke, but he had something else to grip.

Now relatively secure, he looked around. Grass waved in the
salty breeze eight meters below him. Above him was another three
meters of wall, topped with loops of razor wire. Light briefly
reflected from its surface, vanished, then glinted again.

They were coming. Up was the only way out.

Using the heels of his palms, Naveen gouged one handhold after
another into the wall. His arms and shoulders didn’t complain as he
hauled himself up, but his hands were throbbing and bloody.

With his pulse pounding in his ears, Naveen’s raw fingertips
grasped the top of the wall. Grinning, he threw his other hand up.
Before it reached its target, pain pricked his back once, twice,
three times. Numbness swelled from each point.

Plunk.

“No!” Naveen shouted. He barely heard his voice over his
heartbeat and ragged breaths. “You can’t—”

Plunk. Plunk.

His arms went numb, then his fingers. Gravity dragged him
down—

—to his bed, where he gasped awake. Naveen lay stock-still,
wondering why he hadn’t crashed into the sandy grass. Gradually the
barely organized chaos of his bedroom came into focus. All of the
lights were off, but it looked dimly lit. The only dark he saw
anymore was the back of his eyelids. Just like in the dream.

The realization made Naveen draw a shuddering breath. He’d had
that nightmare before, but had written it off to watching the
Bourne movies one too many times. But now…

He sat up, scrubbing his hands over his face. After a moment’s
hesitation he got up and stepped over the stray clothes and gaming
console to the mirror over his dresser. His plain ol’
five-o’clock-shadowed refection stared back. No glowing symbols,
which he hadn’t wanted to know about earlier that evening. Now he
wasn’t so sure.

Although he was wide awake, Naveen returned to bed. He almost
didn’t want to fall back to sleep. Morning would come faster, and
with it questions he didn’t want to ask.

He must have dozed off eventually, because he awoke to sunlight
backlighting the window blinds and the clinks and thumps of people
moving around in the kitchen. He donned yesterday’s shorts and
T-shirt and dragged himself down the hall to face his nictan
friends.

Naveen stopped at the breakfast bar separating the kitchen from
the living room. Craig looked up from the bowl of Froot Loops he
was pouring for himself. “Hey ‘Veen.” Craig studied him for a
moment, then added, “Dude, you look like shit.”

“Yeah, I know.” Naveen shrugged.

He heard the refrigerator shut, and Kristin stepped into view.
Her dark hair was damp from the shower, and she wore an
airy-looking lavender sundress. She gave him a tentative smile.
“You all right?”

“Sort of. Didn’t sleep well.” Naveen pulled out one of the pair
of stools tucked under the countertop and plopped down. He leaned
forward on his elbows and frowned at the brightly colored box of
cereal in Craig’s hand. Froot Loops were his favorite, but he had
no appetite. He couldn’t remember the last time that had
happened.

“Want some OJ?” Kristin asked, concern plain on her face.

Naveen shook his head. “No, thanks. Lemme wake up a little
more.”

“Okay.”

While his friends got the rest of their breakfast
together—cereal and orange juice for Craig, a bagel and tea for
Kristin—Naveen tried to be cheerful. It was no use. He’d thoroughly
doused their good mood. Still, Kristin bumped his shoulder with
hers and grinned when she sat beside him. Craig remained standing
on the other side of the breakfast bar. They really needed to get
another stool.

Naveen couldn’t wait any longer. He blurted, “What were the
symbols?”

Craig froze with a spoonful of Froot Loops halfway to his mouth.
“Huh?”

After swallowing a bite of bagel, Kristin asked, “You mean from
yesterday?”

Naveen nodded. Kristin and Craig exchanged a worried look, which
didn’t help Naveen’s mental state any. “Lay it on me.
Seriously.”

“It…” Kristin bit her lip.

“…looked like a bar code,” Craig finished.

Naveen blinked at them, half relieved and half alarmed. “That’s
it?”

“What do you mean, ‘That’s it?’”

“I mean, with the way you guys are acting, I thought it said ‘I
heart Lucifer’ or something.”

Craig snorted and pursed his lips to hold in a laugh. Kristin’s
giggle escaped her. “No, it wasn’t a glowing satanic bumper
sticker.”

That made Naveen chuckle. “I brake for Satan?”

Craig, whose spoonful of cereal had made it to his mouth, nearly
sprayed them with Froot Loops. “That would be awesome!” His grin
faltered a bit. “Uh, not really.”

The levity had brightened Naveen’s mood considerably. “So, okay.
Glowing, magic-triggered bar code. Totally freaky, but could be
worse.”

Kristin nodded. “Maybe that’s why you’re—um, they’re called
golems.”

Naveen frowned, puzzled.

“I looked up the golem myth online with Craig’s laptop,” she
said. “In Jewish folklore, golems have a Hebrew word etched in
their foreheads.”

“Huh,” Naveen said. He wasn’t thrilled with having anything
etched on his forehead. Pushing his unease aside, he added, “I, ah,
had a weird dream last night. A nightmare. One I’ve had
before.”

“Yeah?” Craig prompted.

Naveen nodded. “It makes more sense now, sort of. I could see in
the dark… like I can now.” Part of him wanted to talk about
anything else but this, but he told that part to shut the hell
up.

Kristin put one hand over his. “You couldn’t before?”

“No,” Naveen said, shaking his head. “Not before the thing with
Bryce in the hospital.”

Craig pushed the cereal in his bowl around with his spoon. “Have
you noticed anything weird since the people-monster?”

He shook his head again. “No. You’d think I would. I don’t get
it.”

“Me neither,” Kristin said, squeezing his hand.

Naveen looked from Craig to Kristin. “Can you guys, um, tell if
a dream is a memory? I thought maybe that’s a nictan thing.”

Kristin shrugged and turned to Craig. “Is it?”

“Not specifically,” Craig replied. “I mean, you could show me
the dream and I could guess. Dreams that are based on memories feel
more real. They do for me anyway.”

Naveen shivered. “This felt real. Fucking hurt.” He sat up
straight and took a deep breath. “Okay, how do we do this?” Craig
nodded and pushed his breakfast aside, but Kristin looked wary.
“You don’t have to,” Naveen added. He gave Craig a quick grin. “I
just need to start figuring this out.”

Kristin smiled, of all things. “I’m glad.” She pulled her hand
back and turned to Craig. “How do we do this?”

Craig set his elbows on the countertop and leaned forward.
“Naveen, close your eyes and remember the dream as best you can.
Kristin and I will read your surface thoughts. That’s it.”

“Got it.” Before he lost his nerve, Naveen closed his eyes and
dredged up memories of the dream. He felt the cool night air, the
grit of the sand, and skin tearing as he clawed his way up the
wall. The damned dripping sound returned as what he presumed were
darts sunk into his back. Then he was falling, helpless, again.

Someone whimpered. Naveen opened his eyes to find Kristin curled
in on herself, somehow staying atop the bar stool. “Shit. Kris!” He
reached out and grasped her shoulders, then glanced at Craig. He
was sweating and wide-eyed, leaning heavily on the countertop. “I’m
sorry!”

“S’okay,” Kristin murmured. She uncurled and slid off the stood,
wrapping her arms around him. “That was horrible!”

Naveen smiled mirthlessly as he rubbed her back. “Yeah.”

“‘Veen, man,” Craig said, his voice a little shaky. “That was
real. Most of it, anyway.”

Naveen’s stomach clenched. He’d suspected as much, but the
confirmation was frightening. “What part wasn’t? The dripping
sound?”

“Yeah. But…” Craig’s brow furrowed as he thought. “It was real,
too, but didn’t happen then.”

Kristin pulled back, looking a little sheepish. “When did any of
that happen? Where were you?”

Naveen gulped. “I don’t know. I don’t remember any of it. I’ve
never been on a beach or island or whatever with a huge wall like
that.” He frowned at the knuckles of his right hand. The skin was
unmarred. “I think I’d remember mangling my hands. I mean, punching
walls and hulking out? What the hell?”

Kristin shook her head, but Craig’s expression hardened.
“Someone screwed with your head. A nictan could do it. Maybe a
witch. I don’t know how magic works.”

Anger welled up. It was a welcome change from unease and fear.
“Well, my head’s going to get un-screwed.” He chuckled mirthlessly.
“We’re pretty much out of work. What better way to spend a
furlough?”

“Sound good to me,” Craig said.

Kristin nodded. “I’m in.”

Naveen smiled at his friends. “Cool. Now to figure out where to
start.”










Chapter 17
Braindive


“Craig, Naveen! Good to see you again!”

Kristin hung back while the boys gave one-armed hugs to the
stout woman behind the bar of the Clamrock. Her short,
salt-and-pepper hair was just as utilitarian as her denim overalls,
which covered a yellow and green tie-dye T-shirt. Maybe it was the
tanned woman’s lip, nose, eyebrow, and ear piercings, but somehow
she made the odd ensemble work.

“It’s been a while,” Craig said, motioning Kristin over. The
mismatched floorboards squeaked under her feet. “I’m impressed you
remember us.”

The bartender waved a dismissive hand at Craig. “I remember all
of my customers, but especially the charming, handsome ones.” Her
exaggerated wink had them all chucking.

“Pancho*,” Naveen said, “this is our friend Kristin. Kristin,
Pancho.”

Kristin extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.” She kept her
questions about the woman’s strange name to herself.

“Likewise,” Pancho said, shaking Kristin’s hand with a firm,
calloused grip. “I daresay you’re the prettiest sailor I’ve ever
seen.”

“I’m no sailor,” Kristin said, grinning. “I’m an engineer.”

Pancho’s laugh bordered on a guffaw. “You’re definitely the
prettiest engineer I’ve ever seen!”

Naveen put an arm around Kristin’s shoulders and hugged her
close for a moment. “Damn straight.” Not wrapping her arm around
his waist was difficult, but she managed.

“So what do y’all want?” Pancho asked. “Food, or just drinks?
And for heaven’s sake, put your bags down!”

Craig headed for a table at the back of the room and set his
backpack on the floor. “Food, for me anyway.” He looked
questioningly at Naveen and Kristin.

“Me, too.”

“Yes, please.” Kristin shagged off her backpack and gratefully
took one of the bent cane chairs. Even with Craig’s help, she felt
a bit weak after teleporting to Strandline all the way from
Hawaii.

After seeing to the couple at a table on the opposite side of
the bar, Pancho returned with three well-worn menus and three
glasses of ice water. “Holler when you’re ready,” she said and
strode off.

Less than five minutes later they’d ordered two cheeseburger
platters, a chef’s salad, and a pitcher of beer. Kristin had been
grateful for a non-fried food option. Maybe the guys could live on
hamburgers, but she’d had her fill.

Kristin was looking around the mostly empty—presumably because
it was the middle of the afternoon—bar when she felt the floor
shaking. She glanced under the table to find Naveen’s knee
bouncing. Kristin put one of her hands over his and smiled. “Petra
will be here soon.”

“Yeah,” Naveen said with a rueful smile. “I know.”

“Better to know than not know,” Craig said, nodding sagely.

Naveen sniffed. “Oh, shut it, Mr.
I-Can-Teleport-Wherever-I-Like.” His grin ruined his indignant
act.

A slight silhouette darkened the doorway they’d entered through,
partially hiding the view of motley storefronts across the street.
“She’s here,” Kristin murmured. She donned a polite smile to hide
her nerves.

After exchanging hellos with Pancho, Petra, who wore her typical
wrap-around skirt, sleeveless shirt, and sandals, moved to their
table. “Hi Craig, Kristin, Naveen.” She looked at each of them in
turn, and her voice was neutral. “No hard feelings, I hope?”

“No,” Kristin said, shaking her head. She still didn’t like what
the woman had done the other night, but didn’t harbor any
resentment.

“We’re cool,” Craig said.

Naveen managed a “S’alright,” although he didn’t quite meet her
eyes.

“Good.” Petra pulled out the remaining chair and joined them at
the table. She turned to Naveen. “Kristin tells me that—”

“Here you are,” Pancho announced. She plunked a pitcher of beer,
glasses, and their meals down with practiced ease. “Want anything,
Petra?”

“Not right now, thanks.”

“Okie dokie,” Pancho said, already striding away. She tossed
over her shoulder, “Flag me down if you need anything.”

After she was out of earshot, Naveen dragged his eyes up to meet
Petra’s. “Someone fucked with my head. I can’t remember stuff.
Other than in a nightmare, I mean. Can you, uh…”

Petra gave him a gentle smile. “I’ll try.” She glanced around
the mostly empty room, then at the three of them. “Do you want to
do this now, or after you’ve eaten?”

“Now,” Naveen blurted.

Craig looked at his friend sheepishly. “Dude, I’m totally
starving.”

“Then eat,” Naveen shrugged.

Craig grinned at him and dug in. Kristin couldn’t help but
giggle. Her empty stomach encouraged her to pop half of a boiled
egg on top of her salad into her mouth.

Petra was grinning, too. “Now it is.” She turned to Kristin. “I
assume you’ve never done anything like this.”

Kristin shook her head as she washed down the egg with a sip of
water.

“You could ‘watch’,” Petra suggested and looked to Naveen. “If
you don’t mind.”

Naveen gave them both a tight-lipped smile. “It’s cool,” he
said, still ignoring the burger he’d normally have half-finished by
now.

Kristin nodded. “Okay.” She’d been hoping she’d be able to
observe. She had so much to learn!

“All right,” Petra said, sitting back in her chair. “Naveen, try
to clear your mind and relax. It’ll go faster if you don’t fight
me.”

“I don’t know how to fight you,” he grumbled. Then he
flinched.

“Like that,” Petra said.

“Oh.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Okay. Go.”

Petra’s eyes unfocused. “Better.” Then Kristin heard Petra’s
voice in her mind. Follow me.

Kristin was about to ask how on earth she was supposed to follow
her when the room turned hazy. Somehow she felt Petra’s thoughts
and kept close. The blurriness resolved into a pigsty of a living
room. A thirtysomething Indian woman who could have been pretty lay
passed out on an ugly tweed couch. A line of pinpricks and small
bruises ran up the inside of her arm. Her snores competed with a TV
droning and a man’s wheezing laugh. “Naveen!”

The view panned left to find a balding Indian man slouched in an
armchair. He bore a striking, if unflattering, resemblance to
Naveen. “What?” Frustration and resentment soured the word.

The man held up an empty bottle. Kristin noticed another laying
on the floor nearby. “Getmeanother,” he slurred.

“Get it your own damned self.” The man’s shouts followed Kristin
as she strode down a dimly lit hallway and into a small, messy
bedroom. Despite the clothes and shoes on the floor, it was neater
than the living room. Her—Naveen’s—arm snatched a duffel bag from
under the bed and began stuffing clothes in it. “Sick of this
shit,” she grumbled.

The depressing scene faded into a flurry of other ones:
hitchhiking along a sun-drenched, palm tree-lined highway, working
with machinery in some sort of shop, a few parties, and finally on
a ship, working on a winch on the top deck. She felt secure and
confident, and looked forward to seeing Strandline for the first
time. The scene jumped to the Clamrock, this time crowded with
people. The atmosphere was jovial. Then she was back on a ship,
happily working, but it felt stale.

This is it, Petra said.

Then she was falling, hurtling past images: the tall, razor
wire-topped wall, running until her lungs were on fire, sand and
salty air outside, antiseptic air inside where it was too bright.
It was always too bright, even in the water. She hated the water
and its damned dripping, but that was the only place she could
rest. Otherwise she was moving and fighting and bleeding. That one
time she almost got out, but—

Kristin snapped back to herself, panting for breath. Craig
clutched her hand in his. His other hand had grabbed Naveen’s.
You good? Craig asked.

She nodded in reply, then turned to Petra and Naveen. Other than
sweat beading on her forehead, Petra seemed composed. She was
studying Naveen, who stared straight ahead. “Are you with us,
Naveen?”

Naveen swallowed, then made a hint of a nod. His knee must have
started bouncing again because the floor shivered.

It was bad? Craig asked.

Kristin turned to face him. Yeah. I didn’t understand
everything I saw, but he’s been through hell.

Craig’s eyes flicked back to Naveen. Shit.

Naveen stood up, scraping his chair across the floor behind
him.

“Naveen?” Kristin called.

He turned his back and strode toward the door.

Petra, Craig, and Kristin exchanged a look and jumped to their
feet. “Hey, ‘Veen!” Craig shouted. Naveen didn’t react.

Pancho frowned at the commotion from behind the bar. “What? Was
the burger underdone?”

Naveen picked up his pace and sprinted outside. Petra, Kristin,
and Craig ran after him.

The bright afternoon sun bounced off of the hard-packed sand
outside, half-blinding Kristin. Squinting, she followed Craig.
Petra seemed to be in the lead.

They turned a corner and a salty breeze washed over Kristin. Her
eyes had adjusted enough to make out the eastern edge of the island
about 20 meters away. A dozen boats ranging from freighters to
small sailboats were moored to a series of docks. Naveen ran
full-tilt toward the largest sailboat, which had patchwork
sails.

“Shit!” Craig exclaimed.

Kristin was about to ask him what was wrong when she noticed it:
a green man‘s
face stenciled on the ship’s bow.










Chapter 18
Face-plant


The schooner‘s patchwork
sails marked it as one of the Greenmen’s ships just as much as the
green man
stenciled on the prow. Although Petra had no idea why Naveen was
sprinting straight toward it, letting him get near a crew of
witches couldn’t end well. Without breaking stride she hurled a
verbal and psychic command at him: “Naveen, sleep!”

Naveen slowed, shook his head, then kept running. He was closing
on the ship’s gangplank
fast.

Astounded and nearly out of breath, Petra slowed to a stop.
Craig and Kristin soon flanked her. “It didn’t work!” Kristin
exclaimed.

Naveen’s work boots thudded on the gangplank. Desperate to do
something, Petra grabbed Kristin’s and Craig’s hands. We’ll try
again, she told them both. Ready? They nodded.
“Sleep!”

Naveen crumpled, face-planting on the worn plank of wood with a
thud. Craig winced and Kristin yelped, but at least it had
worked.

As they hurried across the sun-warmed sand to the ship, a young
dark-haired woman looked over the bow at Naveen’s prone form. “¿Qué
estás haciendo? ¿Estás bien?”

The gangplank wasn’t quite wide enough to walk two abreast, so
Petra strode up the ramp first. In Spanish she told the young
Greenman, “Sorry about this. He’s had one too many.” She carefully
stepped around Naveen’s splayed limbs, stopping near his head.
Sunlight glinted on a trickle of blood from his face.

“Do you need help?” the woman asked.

“No, thank you,” Kristin replied. “We’ll take care of him.”

Petra kneeled, then glanced over her shoulder. The Greenman was
out of sight, so she turned around and met her companions’ eyes.
He’s bleeding. Help me turn him over. The task was easier
said than done; Naveen was solid.

As soon as he was laying on his back, Kristin gasped and covered
her mouth with one hand while Craig’s eyes went wide. Petra, who’d
been leaning over Naveen to help turn him, sat back and followed
their gazes. A deep gash ran up Naveen’s forehead to his hairline,
white bone showing in one spot. Blood flowed from it as well as his
broken nose. Although the blood made Petra’s stomach twist, she
refused to show her discomfort. Naveen’s injuries were her fault,
in a sense. Thank goodness his chest rose and fell with sleep.

“Shit, ‘Veen!” Craig whispered as his stripped his T-shirt off.
After wadding it into a ball, he leaned forward to press the cloth
to broken skin.

“Wait!” Kristin said.

Petra was about to ask why when she saw it. The patch of skull
was gone. She watched split skin knit itself together, and his
swollen nose return to normal. The crookedness of his nose wasn’t
normal, but it was better than deep gashes and bleeding.

“Holy crap,” Craig breathed, pulling his hand back.

Kristin nodded, then cocked her head. “No bar code,” she
murmured.

Petra’s heart stopped. “Did you say ‘bar code’?”

“Yeah.” She pursed her lips, then added silently, We’ve seen
it twice. A glowing bar code on his forehead.

Petra made herself take a deep, calming breath.

Craig fixed a suspicious yet worried look on her. “What?”

He needs to see Dodgson right away, she replied.

Why? Craig asked at the same time that Kristin said
Who?

Petra started wiping the blood off of Naveen’s face with the hem
of her skirt. Lewis Dodgson, the founder of Strandline,
she explained. He’ll know what to do.
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