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JANE	DOE
Date	Unknown

Location	Unknown

he	air	was	on	fire.

As	 the	 blaze	 embraced	 her,	 she	 raised	 her	 hands,	 shielded	 her
eyes;	the	billows	of	flame	engulfed	her	as	she	screamed	her	defiance.

The	world	blinked	shut,	like	an	eye	closing,	and	when	it	opened	once	more,
she	saw	faces,	murmuring	alarm.	She	tried	to	tell	them	they	should	leave	her
be,	let	her	die	in	peace,	her	body	still	ablaze	as	if	subsumed	in	the	inferno.	Yet
before	 she	 could	 speak,	 wings	 of	 darkness	 enveloped	 her,	 carried	 her	 into
oblivion.

When	she	surfaced	again,	she	saw	glaring	lights.

She	 lay	 upon	 a	 gurney,	 moving	 swiftly	 through	 florescent-lit	 halls,	 the
acrid	stench	of	burned	hair	like	a	halo	around	her.	Again,	faces	peered	at	her,
their	 voices	 a	 low	babble,	 distorted,	 as	 if	 through	 a	 tunnel.	When	 a	 sudden
movement	jarred	her,	she	howled,	her	vocal	cords	raw,	like	pulverized	meat.
Even	the	air	rushing	by	tormented	her.

What	had	happened?

She	glanced	about,	eyes	rolling,	unable	to	move	her	head.	A	sign	loomed
above:	Burn	Ward.	Another	jolt	shook	her,	and	an	animal	sound	escaped	her
throat	as	she	lapsed	again	into	unconsciousness.

She	 awoke	 in	 a	 white,	 sterile	 room,	 and	 for	 a	 moment	 thought	 she	 was
somewhere	 familiar.	But	 the	hospital	 room	was	only	an	echo	of	a	place	she
couldn’t	quite	recall,	the	memory	slipping	from	her	like	sand	through	a	sieve.
She	shifted	 in	her	bed,	gasped,	and	only	 then	 looked	down	at	her	arms	and
hands,	 covered	 in	bandages,	 the	 rest	of	her	hidden	beneath	a	 thin,	 tan	wool
blanket.	 She	 could	 feel	where	 those	 bandages	 compressed	 her	 flesh,	 chafed
her	raw	throat,	her	belly,	breasts,	legs,	and	feet.

To	her	left,	she	saw	a	morphine	drip,	but	could	not	reach	it,	the	effort	of
moving	her	arm	more	than	she	could	bear.	She	tried	to	cry	for	help,	but	now
her	voice	came	only	in	croaks	and	whimpers.	She	was	trapped	in	her	scorched



body,	 no	 one	 to	 help	 her,	 while	 machines	 and	 monitors	 mocked	 her	 with
ceaseless	beeping.

A	male	nurse	walked	by	the	room,	peered	through	the	door’s	glass	pane,
and	she	met	his	eyes,	silently	begging	him	for	aid.	He	ran	off,	and	for	those
next	interminable	minutes,	each	second	seemed	to	her	a	test	of	will	simply	to
exist.	An	inner	voice	told	her	to	be	strong,	that	she	could	make	it	through	this,
and	she	clung	 to	 it,	 the	vague	notion	 that	she	could	endure	all	 that	she	had.
Mentally	 she	 counted,	One,	 two,	 three,	 four,	 five,	 those	 numbers	 like	 a	 life
raft,	though	she	did	not	know	why.

At	 last,	 the	doctor	arrived—an	austere,	dark-haired	man	 in	a	white	coat,
his	eyes	gauging	her	behind	silver-framed	glasses.	She	could	read	the	pity	on
his	face.	“My	name	is	Dr.	Shipley,”	he	said.	“You’ve	been	involved	in	a	very
bad	 accident.	 I	 don’t	 mean	 to	 alarm	 you,	 but	 you’ve	 suffered	 third	 degree
burns	over	sixty	percent	of	your	body.	Do	you	understand?”

She	tried	to	nod	while	her	mind	processed.	An	accident?	Of	course.	How
else	could	she	have	ended	up	like	this?

“How’s	the	pain?”	Shipley	asked.	“I	can	increase	the	painkillers	if	you—”

“Hurts,”	she	rasped,	her	voice	like	sandpaper.

Shipley	 adjusted	 the	 morphine.	 “Your	 esophagus	 is	 damaged	 from
inhaling	 superheated	 air.	 I’ll	 ask	 a	 couple	 more	 questions,	 but	 keep	 your
answers	to	one	or	two	words.	After	that,	no	talking.	Okay?”

She	 nodded	 again	 as	 the	 painkillers	 entered	 her	 system,	 making	 her
woozy.

“What’s	your	name?”	he	asked.

She	 opened	 her	mouth	 to	 reply,	 then	 closed	 it,	 the	 answer	 elusive.	 The
pain	had	so	consumed	her	that,	until	now,	she	hadn’t	realized	the	details	of	her
life	were	whispers	and	shadows	 lurking	 in	unseen	corners	of	her	mind.	She
couldn’t	 remember	her	 name,	or	 the	 accident,	 or	 anything	 else.	She	 choked
back	a	sob,	the	force	of	it	stabbing	at	her	injured	body.

“You	don’t	know?”	Shipley	asked.

Feebly,	she	shook	her	head.

“Well,”	 Shipley	 said,	 “given	 the	 trauma	 you’ve	 been	 through,	 it’s	 not
unheard	of.	Unfortunately,	when	you	were	found,	you	had	no	 identification,
and	 your	 hands	 are	 too	 badly	 burned	 for	 us	 to	 take	 fingerprints.	 But	 don’t



worry.	When	you’ve	had	 the	 chance	 to	 recover,	 I’m	 sure	 it’ll	 come	back	 to
you.”	He	offered	her	a	reassuring	smile.

She	knew	he	was	trying	to	comfort	her,	and	so	restrained	the	urge	to	tell
him	 to	 go	 fuck	 himself.	 Don’t	 worry	 too	much?	What	 kind	 of	 advice	 was
that?

“Is	the	pain	still	bad?”	he	asked	her.	He	fiddled	with	the	drip	again,	and
the	room	grew	hazy,	indistinct,	before	she	could	manage	a	word.

When	she	opened	her	eyes,	the	room	was	dark,	all	shapes	indistinct	save	the
colors	on	the	monitor	feeds.	Burning	throbbing	blanketed	her.	She	rolled	her
head	to	 the	side,	saw	that	 the	window	shade	lay	slightly	open,	revealing	the
lights	of	an	unfamiliar	city—the	greens	and	reds	of	traffic	signals,	the	whites
of	 far-off	windows,	 the	myriad	colors	of	 illuminated	billboards.	She	had	no
idea	where	she	was.

Despairing,	 she	wept,	 and	 as	 the	 grief	 shuddered	 through	 her,	 it	 ignited
her	body	anew,	 though	she	could	do	nothing	 to	 stem	her	 tears.	 “Why?”	she
murmured.	 What	 sin	 had	 she	 committed	 that	 she	 was	 being	 punished	 so?
“Why	did	this	happen?”	She	didn’t	care	that	she	was	not	supposed	to	speak,
for	 hearing	her	 own	voice	 reassured	her;	 it	was	 an	 anchor,	 even	 if	 it	was	 a
whisper.

And	that	was	what	she	had	become,	she	realized.	A	shadow	of	her	former
self.

A	whisper.



T

2

ILYENA
July	25-29,	2012

Outside	Kodol,	Rogerston	Province,	Calchis

he	Special	Operations	team	was	deployed	north	of	the	Calchan	border
—twelve	of	them	in	total,	commanded	by	Major	Joachim	Ahara.	Over
the	next	two	days,	Captain	Ilyena	Rychenkov	and	the	others	covered

nearly	a	hundred	miles	on	foot,	taking	them	all	the	way	to	Calchis’	Kodol	Air
Base.	 For	 much	 of	 the	 trip,	 thick,	 ashen	 clouds	 filled	 the	 sky,	 their	 dark,
foreboding	 swells	 promising	 a	 July	 storm.	 The	 humidity	 made	 the	 air	 feel
tangible,	a	weight	against	Ilyena’s	skin.	Yet,	despite	sweat	and	grime,	no	one
voiced	complaint.	They	were	SO,	had	been	through	hell	before,	and	were	up
for	a	return	trip.

They	 traveled	 swiftly	 through	 the	 hilly	 pastureland	 around	Kodol,	 with
countless	rises	to	conceal	their	presence	from	scattered	farms	and	towns,	and
arrived	at	the	air	base	an	hour	ahead	of	schedule.	A	crescent	moon	hung	high
above—a	wicked	fang	set	amid	glimmering	stars.	A	vicious	moon,	as	Ilyena’s
father	would	have	called	it.	A	moon	ready	for	blood,	like	her.

Hoo-ah.

The	 team	 employed	 the	 extra	 hour	 to	 better	 chart	 sentries	 and	 patrols
stationed	 amid	 the	 landscape	 of	wide,	 arch-roofed	 hangars	 and	 squat,	 brick
buildings,	 the	place	illuminated	by	bright	floodlights.	Before	long,	a	 tanned,
bluff-jawed	operative	named	Leo	spotted	their	quarry:	General	Roy	Caldicott,
Calchan	Air	Force	Chief	of	Staff,	trailed	by	subordinates	and	aides	while	he
did	 inspections	 and	 checked	 in	with	 various	 officers.	When	 he	 finished,	 he
entered	the	command	post—a	low,	broad,	gray	brick-and-mortar	building	out
past	 the	hangars	 and	 airstrip,	where	 a	 flag	with	 the	hawk	and	 laurel	 leaf	 of
Calchis	snapped	in	the	wind.

Killing	Caldicott	was	a	drop	in	the	bucket	compared	to	Grisham,	as	far	as
Ilyena	 was	 concerned.	 Everything	 had	 changed	 since	 then.	 The	 Calchan
attack	 and	 subsequent	 bombing	 of	 the	 Grisham	 base	 had	 left	 hundreds	 of
psions	dead,	and	 the	Orion	Psi	Corps	 in	shambles.	Stockton	Finn,	her	 latest
trainee,	had	been	killed	 in	action,	and	Ilyena	 took	 that	as	a	personal	 failure.
Joachim	told	her	not	to	blame	herself,	but	she	did	anyway,	for	she	knew	that



had	she	trained	him	better,	he’d	still	be	alive.	At	least	now	the	retaliation	had
begun.

The	SO	 team	proceeded	down	 the	grassy	 slope	 toward	 the	base.	With	a
precise	 surge	 of	 psionic	 power,	 Joachim	 cut	 through	 the	 electrified	 barbed
wire	 fence.	 They	 crept	 silently	 into	 the	 encampment	 and,	 with	 psionics,
refracted	 the	 light	 around	 them,	 rendering	 them	 nigh	 invisible,	 though	 they
skirted	the	base’s	bright	floodlights	even	so.	They	passed	several	patrols,	and
though	 Ilyena	wanted	 to	punish	every	Calchan	bastard	 in	 sight,	 she	and	 the
rest	of	the	team	remained	in	darkness,	waiting	for	the	danger	to	pass.	A	sole
exception	was	made	 for	 two	 lone	 patrolmen,	who	were	 quickly	 dispatched,
their	uniforms	taken	as	disguises.

They	 reached	 the	 command	 building,	 and	 Joachim	 signaled	 Ilyena.	 She
tapped	 into	 her	 power,	 felt	 energy	 spring	 up	 in	 Joachim	 as	well.	 In	 unison,
they	 shot	 out	 invisible	 tendrils	 of	 force,	 and	 broke	 the	 necks	 of	 the	 guards
outside.	After	hiding	the	bodies,	two	of	Ilyena’s	teammates	donned	the	stolen
uniforms	and	took	up	positions	outside	the	door.

They	waited	on	Joachim’s	order.	Moonlight	glinted	off	his	bald,	bronzed
pate	 as	 he	 looked	 this	way	 and	 that.	He	made	 a	 series	 of	 gestures	with	 his
hands:	armed	combatants,	kill	on	sight.	Then	he	threw	open	the	door.

They	rushed	 inside	 in	 tight	 formation,	 rifles	 trained,	 the	beams	from	the
flashlights	 on	 their	 gun	 barrels	 sweeping	 back	 and	 forth.	 Oddly,	 they
reminded	Ilyena	of	the	spotlights	at	a	magic	show	she’d	visited	as	a	girl.	For
my	next	trick,	she	thought,	I’ll	make	these	bullets	disappear.

Calchan	 soldiers	 lounged	on	couches	and	chairs	 in	 the	 lobby,	most	with
only	 their	 sidearms.	 Ilyena’s	 team	opened	 fire,	 the	 rounds	 popping	off	with
muffled	 thwaps	 as	 they	 burst	 through	 noise	 suppressors,	 gun	 muzzles
flashing.	 Soon,	 blood	 painted	 the	 walls	 and	 floor—spray	 patterns	 and
spreading	pools	of	viscous	crimson—along	with	a	few	sparse	speckles	of	gray
matter.	When	Ilyena	came	across	one	soldier	bleeding	out	but	not	yet	gone,
she	crushed	his	windpipe	with	her	boot	heel.	She	didn’t	enjoy	killing,	but	this
was	justice.	The	Calchan	assault	force	that	had	served	as	a	diversion	for	the
Grisham	bombing	had	landed	at	this	air	base.

The	team	jogged	down	featureless	gray	corridors,	clearing	rooms	one	by
one.	Anyone	armed,	or	wearing	a	uniform,	was	executed,	while	the	handful	of
civilians	were	put	into	a	deep	sleep	with	one	of	Joachim’s	psionic	mind	tricks,
altering	the	energy	in	their	brains,	their	circadian	rhythm.	They	moved	deeper



into	 the	 building,	 unstoppable.	 Along	 the	way,	 they	 came	 across	 two	 other
Calchan	officers	of	note,	a	major	and	a	 flight	colonel,	 their	bodies	added	 to
the	count.	The	base’s	acting	CO,	a	General	Burnett,	was	nowhere	to	be	found.
It’s	your	lucky	day,	asshole,	Ilyena	thought.

They	 arrived	 at	 Burnett’s	 office,	 which	 their	 target	 had	 likely
commandeered.	 Joachim	 kicked	 in	 the	 door.	 Behind	 a	 large	 varnished	 oak
desk	 sat	 Caldicott,	 gaunt,	 with	 thinning	 hair,	 his	 midnight	 blue	 uniform
decorated	with	campaign	ribbons	and	colored	bars	of	rank.	To	his	credit,	he
didn’t	beg	or	plead,	simply	surveyed	 the	group	and	said,	“This	won’t	stand,
you	know.”

She	shared	a	grim	look	with	her	fellows.	Joachim	settled	his	finger	on	his
rifle’s	trigger.	“Any	last	words,	General?”	he	asked	Caldicott,	the	traces	of	his
Middle	Eastern	accent	almost	musical.

“I	don’t	suppose	you’d	let	me	go,”	Caldicott	said.

Joachim	squeezed	the	trigger	and	put	a	bullet	through	the	man’s	left	eye.
Caldicott	rocked	back	in	his	chair,	blood,	fluid,	and	cranial	tissue	decorating
the	wall	behind	him.

“Time	to	withdraw,”	Joachim	said.

They	trotted	double-file	through	the	corpse-strewn	halls	and	emerged	into
the	 warm	 night.	 The	 two	 operatives	 stationed	 outside	 had	 encountered	 no
trouble,	 and	 with	 the	 group	 reassembled,	 they	 again	 traversed	 the	 base,
skirting	 amid	 the	 hangars.	 When	 Joachin	 gave	 the	 signal,	 they	 launched
explosive	bursts	of	white-hot	energy,	which	brought	down	the	large	buildings
in	 torrents	 of	 flame	 and	 screaming	 metal,	 the	 sound	 of	 exploding	 aircraft
within	a	 symphony	 to	 Ilyena’s	ears.	Then,	as	 screams	broke	out,	 they	made
their	escape.

Another	 long	 journey	 awaited	 them	before	 they	 reached	 the	 rendezvous
point	 with	 their	 transport—a	UH-70	 Black	 Kite	 chopper.	 For	 the	 next	 two
days	 they	 crossed	 wide,	 verdant	 expanses	 in	 the	 sweltering	 summer	 heat,
dined	on	rations,	pissed	in	bushes,	and	shit	in	holes	in	the	ground.	Even	so,	a
light	mood	crept	in.	This	had	been	one	small	blow	against	Calchis,	but	a	blow
nonetheless.	And	it	would	not	be	the	last.

That	night,	Ilyena	couldn’t	sleep,	for	despite	the	general	cheer,	she	knew	it
was	superficial.	Nothing	could	replace	the	lives	lost	in	the	Grisham	bombing.
Calchis	 hadn’t	 been	 prepared	 for	 this	 sort	 of	 offensive	 response,	 but	 they



would	 be	 in	 the	 future,	 and	 now	 they	 had	 far	more	 psions	 at	 their	 disposal
than	Orion.

She	 found	 Joachim	 perched	 upon	 a	 log	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 camp,	 keeping
watch,	a	hooded	electric	lamp	aglow	at	his	side,	his	gaze	trained	on	the	distant
treeline.	 She	 sat	 next	 to	 him,	 and	 for	 a	while	 they	were	 silent,	 the	 gusting
wind	 their	only	company.	She	stared	at	 the	shadows	of	nearby	shrubbery	 in
the	wan	orange	lamplight	as	the	branches	shifted	and	writhed.

“What	 troubles	 you?”	 Joachim	 finally	 asked,	 the	 light	 from	 the	 lantern
adding	a	glow	to	his	ruddy	skin,	making	it	appear	cast	in	bronze.

Ilyena	 frowned,	 loath	 to	 share.	 Soldiers	were	 supposed	 to	 be	 stoic.	 Yet
Joachim	always	insisted	she	and	the	others	speak	their	minds.	It	was	the	only
way	to	“transmute	worry	into	productivity,”	he’d	once	said,	whatever	the	hell
that	meant.	 She	 swallowed,	 brushed	 away	 the	 sweat-soaked	 ash-brown	hair
stuck	to	her	forehead.	“We	pulled	it	off,”	she	said.	“I	should	feel	good.”

“But	you	don’t,”	Joachim	said.	“Why?”

“Thought	it’d	be	satisfying,”	Ilyena	said.	“But	it	isn’t.	It’s	hollow.”

“Revenge	is	always	hollow,”	Joachim	said.	“Even	in	victory.”

“Maybe,”	she	said.

He	did	not	reply,	only	waited,	watching	her	watch	him.	He	was	a	master	at
that	 simplest	 of	 techniques:	 silence.	With	 patience	 he	 could	 coax	 anything
from	anyone,	and	right	now	he	made	her	want	to	spill.

“Was	 this	worth	 anything?”	 she	 asked.	 “Calchis’ll	 just	 replace	Caldicott
with	someone	else.	Maybe	someone	not	as	smart,	but	 it	won’t	 turn	 the	 tide.
Not	like	Grisham.”

“My	dear	Lily,”	Joachim	said.	He	smiled,	his	teeth	stark	white	against	his
dark	skin.	“You	should	not	sell	our	efforts	so	short.	We	have	just	made	a	great
deal	of	difference.”

“How?”

“As	we	speak,	several	other	 teams	are	carrying	out	 their	own	missions,”
Joachim	said.	“Assuming	they	succeed,	what	does	this	mean	for	Calchis?”

This	was	another	of	his	favorite	practices,	asking	questions	until	the	other
person	 figured	 out	 the	 answer.	At	 present	 Ilyena	 felt	 so	 tired	 and	 frustrated



she	would’ve	preferred	he	just	tell	her	why	killing	one	man	mattered.	Instead,
she	played	along.	“It	means,”	she	said,	“they’ll	have	a	lot	of	posts	to	fill.”

“And?”

“They’ll	know	no	one’s	safe.	That	we	can	get	to	anyone.”

“And	tell	me,”	Joachim	said,	“will	 they	simply	accept	this?	Or	will	 they
institute	countermeasures?”

It	dawned	on	her.	“They’ll	assign	psions	to	protect	their	leaders.”

Joachim	 nodded.	 “Thereby	 reducing	 their	 active	 psionic	 combat
personnel.”

“But	 what	 about	 us?”	 Ilyena	 asked.	 “We	 can’t	 spare	 the	 manpower	 to
guard	 our	 own	 officials.	 What’s	 to	 stop	 them	 from	 killing	 more	 of	 our
people?”

“Nothing,”	 Joachim	admitted.	“We’re	counting	on	Calchis	 to	have	more
grandiose	plans	 than	assassinations.	Whether	 this	proves	 true,	we’ll	 have	 to
wait	and	see.”

“That’s	how	people	ended	up	dead	the	last	time!	We	have	to	keep	bringing
the	 fight	 to	 them.	 If	we	 let	 them	bring	 it	on	 their	 terms,	again,	we’ll	be	 the
ones	with	our	people’s	blood	on	our	fucking	hands!”

Joachim	gave	her	a	level	look.	“This	is	a	fight	to	save	lives,”	he	said,	“not
take	them.	We	want	to	preserve	the	integrity	of	our	nation,	not	destroy	theirs.
We	have	to	make	them	understand	we	are	not	helpless,	that	we	are	ready	and
willing	 to	defend	ourselves,	 to	draw	blood	for	blood,	but	open	warfare	with
Calchis	will	only	harm	both	nations.	They	understand	this.”

“But—”

Joachim	quelled	her	objection	with	an	upraised	hand.	“Appalling	as	their
actions	were,	the	leaders	of	Calchis	were	smart	in	how	they	handled	Grisham.
It’s	 clear	 they	 do	 not	 want	 full-scale	 war	 either.	 They	 want	 leverage.
Dominance.”

“You	sound	like	you’re	praising	them,”	Ilyena	said.

“Is	 it	 wrong	 to	 understand	 your	 enemy’s	 strengths	 as	 well	 as	 their
weaknesses?”	 Joachim	 asked.	 “I	 am	 only	 being	 practical.	 If	 someone
outsmarts	you,	denying	their	cunning	is	foolish.”

“They	murdered	hundreds.”



“And	I	mourn	those	men	and	women	every	day,”	Joachim	said,	“but	how	I
feel	does	not	alter	 reality.”	 Ilyena	said	nothing,	and	Joachim	glanced	at	her,
then	 rested	his	arms	on	his	knees.	“I	have	a	new	assignment	 for	you.	 I	was
planning	 to	 wait	 until	 we	 returned,	 but	 perhaps	 it	 will	 take	 your	 mind	 off
things.”

“What	kind	of	assignment?”	Ilyena	asked.

“Asset	retrieval,”	Joachim	said.	“An	officer	went	AWOL	at	our	overseas
base	in	Kaito.”

“A	psion?”

“Yes,”	 Joachim	 said.	 “We	 have	 received	 interesting	 information	 about
him.	This	man	may	have	unique	skills	that	will	give	us	an	advantage.	You	are
to	bring	him	in	alive,	at	any	cost.”

“Due	 respect,”	 Ilyena	 said,	 “I’d	 rather	 be	 out	 here.	 This	 assignment
sounds	like	a	waste	of	my	skills.”

“This	is	not	a	discussion,”	Joachim	said.

Ilyena	 fell	 silent,	 fighting	 back	 anger,	 as	 she	 knew	 it	 would	 do	 her	 no
good.	 Once	 Joachim	made	 up	 his	mind,	 it	 was	 good	 as	 done.	Fuck	 it,	 she
thought.	“What’s	the	asset’s	name?”

“His	name,”	Joachim	said,	“is	Major	Nyne	Allen.”
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NYNE
July	30-31,	2012

New	Axom	City,	State	of	New	Axom,	Orion	Protectorate

hen	 Nyne	 entered	 the	 white-washed	 hospital	 room	 in	 Joan	 C.
Victor	 Memorial,	 he	 found	 the	 old	 woman	 asleep	 in	 her	 bed,
snoring,	 her	 gnarled,	 spotted	 hands	 folded	 over	 her	 belly.	 He

strode	 to	 her	 bedside,	 even	 as	 power	 rushed	 in,	 crackled	 through	 his	 body,
ignited	 his	 nerves.	 In	 Kaito,	 his	 sensei,	 Ishimoto,	 had	 warned	 him	 of	 the
dangers	 of	 using	 his	 ability	 to	 heal	 others,	 but	 after	months	 volunteering	 at
New	Axom	City’s	hospitals,	he	had	a	great	deal	of	practice.

He	 let	 his	 ordinary	 vision	 unfocus,	 stilled	 his	 mind,	 brought	 up	 his
“second	 sight”—his	 ability	 to	 see	 the	 flows	of	 energy	 all	 around	him,	 even
that	 of	 solid	 matter,	 represented	 as	 whorls	 of	 light	 and	 varied	 color	 and
masses	of	vibrating	particles.	He	observed	the	elderly	woman’s	sluggish	vital
currents,	found	the	energies	within	her	kidneys	brown	and	thick	like	sludge.
He	 touched	 the	 damaged	 tissue	 with	 his	 power,	 infused	 vigor,	 coaxed	 the
body	 to	 repair	 itself.	 Two	 more	 treatments	 would	 mend	 her	 almost
completely,	 he	 thought,	 but	 this	 sufficed	 for	 now;	 she	 needed	 to	 rest	 and
recuperate	before	he	continued.

He	 set	 down	 the	 tray	 of	 food	 he’d	 brought—chicken	 nuggets,	 orange
juice,	and	a	red	gelatin	dessert	that	jiggled	in	its	paper	cup—and	then	left.	He
walked	 the	 hospital	 halls,	 with	 their	 smell	 of	 antiseptic,	 the	 rectangular
florescents	lights	aglow	overhead.	He	greeted	nurses	in	varied	scrubs—some
green,	 some	 blue,	 others	 covered	 with	 cartoon	 cats	 and	 birds—as	 well	 as
doctors	in	white	lab	coats,	his	face	a	familiar	sight	in	these	halls	since	early
May,	when	 he’d	walked	 in	 after	work	 at	 the	 shipping	warehouse	where	 he
stacked	boxes	for	cash	under	the	table.

“Hey,	 N,”	 said	 a	 voice	 behind	 him.	 Dr.	 Megan	 Talley,	 completing	 her
residency	 at	 Joan	Memorial,	walked	up	beside	Nyne,	 her	 chestnut	 hair	 in	 a
ponytail,	a	clipboard	with	patient	charts	tucked	beneath	her	arm.

“Hey,	 yourself,”	 he	 said.	 Often,	 when	 he	 saw	 her	 from	 far	 away,	 he
thought	of	Kay.

“My	place	later?”	she	asked.



“It’s	Sunday,”	he	said.	“I	have	work	in	the	morning,	you	know.”	Up	close,
with	her	soft	lines,	her	rounded	cheekbones,	her	large,	luminous	eyes,	Megan
bore	 little	 resemblance	 to	Katherine	Barrett,	 the	woman	Nyne	 loved,	who’d
died	alone	last	April,	incinerated	so	completely	by	the	explosion	that	her	body
had	never	been	recovered.

“I	get	up	earlier	than	you	do,	lover	boy,”	she	replied.	She	patted	his	cheek,
and	 then	strode	off	down	 the	hall.	As	Nyne	watched	her	go,	he	 tried	not	 to
imagine	she	was	someone	else.

For	 the	 rest	of	 the	day,	he	did	his	 rounds,	brought	 flowers	and	meals	 to
patients	 in	 their	 rooms,	 and	 helped	 change	 the	 sheets	 for	 the	 rows	 of	 beds
separated	 by	 green,	 hanging	 partitions	 in	 the	 bustling	 ER,	 as	 doctors	 and
nurses	scurried	about	between	the	sick	and	injured.	Through	this,	he	mended
a	weeping	boy’s	broken	arm,	drove	out	a	baby’s	croup	cough,	tended	to	those
with	liver	failure,	heart	disease,	cancer.	He	stabilized	a	young	man	wheeled	in
on	 a	 stretcher,	 shirt	 soaked	 red,	 two	 puckered	 gunshot	 wounds	 staring	 out
from	 his	 chest	 like	 angry	 eyes.	 Occasionally	 he	 heard	 rumors	 whispered
among	 the	 hospital	 employees	 that	 Joan	Memorial	 had	 a	 guardian	 angel	 as
recovery	rates	had	increased	exponentially	these	past	months.	At	this,	he	only
smiled.	 Though	 at	 first	 he’d	 been	 wary	 of	 detection	 by	 Orion’s
electromagnetic	 satellite	 monitoring,	 he’d	 soon	 determined	 that	 the	 energy
from	countless	hospital	machines	masked	his	powers,	and	now	went	about	his
treatments	undeterred.

At	 1800,	 with	 Megan’s	 shift	 over,	 they	 left	 the	 hospital,	 stopped	 at	 a
Jiangmese	takeout	place,	and	returned	to	her	apartment	with	white	cartons	full
of	mu	shu	pork,	lo	mein,	and	greasy	scallion	pancakes.	Her	place	was	small,
furnished	with	 a	 hodgepodge	 of	 chairs	 and	 a	 threadbare	 orange	 sofa,	 every
piece	taken	from	street	corners,	or	found	at	flea	markets	and	garage	sales,	her
walls	 adorned	 with	 psychedelic	 art	 prints,	 one	 of	 brain-teasing	 geometric
rainbow	 patterns,	 another	 of	 elephants	 in	 cowboy	 hats	 playing	 the	 bongos,
along	with	several	traffic	and	street	signs	she’d	stolen.	After	dinner	they	had
sex;	satisfying,	sweaty,	 full	of	 laughter,	a	good	deal	of	 time	spent	 jockeying
for	position	on	her	shapeless	couch	to	keep	from	sinking	completely	into	the
cushions.	When	 she	 surveyed	 the	dark	 spots	 of	 perspiration	 and	more	upon
the	fabric,	she	turned	over	the	cushions,	shrugged,	and	said,	“Remind	me	not
to	throw	a	party	with	a	black	light.”

“Being	 elbow	 deep	 in	 fluids	 every	 day,	 they	 lose	 the	 ick	 factor,”	Nyne
replied.



At	 that,	 she	 laughed,	 threw	 her	 arms	 around	 him,	 and	 they	 stained	 the
other	side	of	the	cushions	as	well.	Her	easygoing	nature,	her	specific	brand	of
cheery	 flippancy,	 reminded	Nyne	how	unlike	Kay	 she	was,	 and	 served	as	 a
balm	to	his	wounded	heart.	Kay	had	always	feigned	stoicism,	when	 in	 truth
she’d	 felt	 things	more	deeply	 than	anyone	he’d	known,	 every	 small	gesture
and	wayward	glance	speaking	volumes,	oceans.

Later,	 as	 he	 cleared	 away	 the	 remnants	 of	 their	 takeout,	 he	 asked	 her,
“You	ever	wish	things	were	different?”

“This	 isn’t	 the	 relationship	 talk,	 is	 it?”	 she	 asked.	 “I	 told	 you,	 I’m	 not
interested.”

“It	isn’t,”	he	said.

“Then	what?”

He	paused,	shook	his	head,	and	said,	“Never	mind.	It’s	stupid.”

“Out	with	it,”	she	said.

“Forget	it,”	he	said.

“Come	on.”

“Fine,”	 he	 said.	He	 smiled,	 busied	himself	with	 bringing	 the	 trash	 from
dinner	to	her	overstuffed	garbage,	and	asked,	as	if	an	afterthought,	“Ever	been
in	love	before?”

“Oh	God,”	she	said.	“Shoot	me.”	She	looked	at	him.	“You?”

“I	was,	once,”	he	said.	“But	…	she	died.”

Megan	was	quiet	a	moment.	“I’m	sorry,”	she	said,	carefully.

“It’s	okay,”	he	said.	“Just	had	to	tell	someone.”

“What	about	your	friends?”	she	asked.

“Don’t	have	any,”	he	said.

She	giggled,	then	covered	her	mouth.	“Shit,”	she	said,	“I	don’t	mean	to	…
I	know	you’re	being	serious	right	now,	but	…	No	friends?	I	pegged	you	for	a
loner,	but	seriously?”

He	 dropped	 down	 on	 the	 couch	 beside	 her.	 “I	 know	we	 agreed	 no	 talk
about	the	past	when	we	started	all	this,	but	…	Well	…”	He	wearily	rubbed	his
eyes.	“I	used	to	be	in	the	military.	I	was	stationed	at	Grisham	for	more	than
ten	years,	but	I	transferred	overseas	a	couple	months	back.”



“You’re	…	 you’re	 joking,”	 she	 said.	And	when	 he	 shook	 his	 head,	 she
asked,	“Then	what	happened?	Why	are	you	in	New	Axom?”

“I	deserted,”	Nyne	 said.	 “When	 I	 heard	 about	what	happened,	 I	 left	my
post,	 hopped	 the	 first	 flight	 back.	 Helped	 the	 volunteers	 dig	 through	 the
rubble.”	He	 looked	down	at	his	hands,	 thinking	of	 the	day	he’d	 returned	 to
Grisham,	 how	 he’d	 torn	 his	 fingers	 ragged	 searching	 for	 survivors	 as	 the
stench	of	burning	filled	the	city,	as	billows	of	smoke	rose	from	the	ruins	like
writhing	black	snakes.	“No	one	recognized	me,”	he	said.	“No	one	was	alive	to
recognize	me.”

She	 covered	 her	 face	with	 her	 hands.	 “I’m	 sorry	 I	 laughed.	 I’m	 such	 a
bitch.”

“You’re	not,”	he	said.	“Thanks	for	listening.”

“Course,”	she	said.	“What	about	your	parents?”

“I	haven’t	 told	 them	I	 left	 the	…	the	Armed	Forces,”	he	 replied,	having
almost	said	“the	Psi	Corps”	instead.	“Didn’t	wanna	worry	them.”

“Yeah.”

That	 night,	 when	 he	 returned	 to	 his	 cramped	 studio	 apartment,	 after	 he
grabbed	 a	 beer	 from	 the	 fridge,	 he	 dropped	 down	 into	 his	 ratty	 orange
armchair	with	his	laptop.	As	usual,	he	checked	for	news	reports	on	Grisham,
whether	Kay	had	been	identified	among	the	remains	they	continued	to	dig	out
from	the	wreckage,	but	as	usual,	he	found	nothing.	The	next	day,	after	work	at
the	 warehouse,	 he	 felt	 restless,	 and	 decided	 to	 pull	 a	 couple	 hours	 at	 the
hospital	 while	 he	 waited	 for	 Megan	 to	 finish	 out	 her	 shift.	 He	 was	 in	 the
emergency	room	when	he	heard	the	shouts	of	paramedics	as	they	wheeled	in	a
critical	patient	on	a	stretcher.

“He’s	a	jumper,”	one	said,	as	the	trauma	team	swooped	in.

Nyne	edged	closer	for	a	look,	and	froze.

On	 that	 stretcher	 lay	 Captain	 Crasz	 Deregski	 of	 the	 Orion	 Psi	 Corps,
presumed	 dead,	 his	 light	 blond	 hair	 caked	 with	 blood	 from	 a	 head	 injury
sustained	during	his	fall.	Had	he	really	tried	to	kill	himself?	Why	hadn’t	he	let
anyone	know	he	was	alive?

Power	 filled	 Nyne;	 he	 opened	 himself	 to	 his	 second	 sight,	 prepared	 to
save	 his	 friend,	 but	what	 he	 saw	made	him	gasp.	Crasz’s	 ribs	 had	 not	 only



splintered,	but	 the	fragments	of	bone	had	punctured	vital	organs—his	lungs,
his	liver—and	now	scraped	against	his	heart.	Blood	filled	his	chest	cavity,	a
bloody	froth	at	his	lips.	There	was	more	damage	than	even	Nyne	could	hope
to	fix.

As	the	medical	staff	wheeled	Crasz	toward	the	surgical	unit,	Nyne	pushed
in	 around	 the	 stretcher,	 moving	 with	 them	 down	 the	 hall.	 At	 first	 Crasz
seemed	 barely	 conscious,	 yet	 as	 his	 gaze	 drifted	 toward	 Nyne,	 his	 eyes
widened.	 His	 mouth	 moved	 feebly;	 he	 was	 trying	 to	 say	 something.	 Nyne
took	a	deep	breath,	grabbed	Crasz’s	hand,	and	with	his	power	he	subverted	his
friend’s	pain,	coaxed	a	breath	into	his	lungs.	“Why?”	he	asked.	“Why	would
you	do	this	to	yourself?”

“My	fault,”	Crasz	croaked.	“Grisham	…	My	fault.”

“What	are	you	talking	about?”	Nyne	demanded.	He	met	Crasz’s	eyes,	set
in	a	face	grown	slack.	“Tell	me	what	you	mean!”

“They	were	killed	…	because	of	me,”	Crasz	managed.	“I	was	…	so	stupid
…”	Then,	his	head	lolled,	his	eyes	rolling	to	show	their	whites.

The	trauma	team	wheeled	in	a	crash	cart,	tore	open	his	bloodied	buttoned
shirt,	applied	the	paddles,	Crasz’s	back	arching	with	the	jolt	of	electricity.	As
for	Nyne,	 he	 held	 off	 the	 bleeding	 as	 best	 he	 could,	 though	with	 countless
injuries,	 large	and	small,	 it	 taxed	his	concentration	to	 the	 limit.	He’d	been	a
fool	 to	 think	 he	 could	 defy	 death	 so	 completely,	 but	 at	 least	 he	 had	 to
understand	why	this	had	happened,	what	his	friend	was	talking	about.	Crasz’s
eyelids	 fluttered	 as	 his	 heart	 resumed	 its	 normal	 rhythm	once	more,	 and	he
coughed	up	another	glob	of	blood.

“Talk	to	me,	Crasz,”	Nyne	said.	“Come	on!”

One	of	the	doctors	shoved	him	away.	“What	do	you	think	you’re	doing?	If
we’re	gonna	save	this	guy,	you	have	to	stay	out	of	our	way.”

“He’s	too	far	gone,”	Nyne	choked	out.

“How	the	hell	would	you	know?”

“Ny	…	Nyne	…”	Crasz	croaked.

Nyne	pushed	his	way	back	to	Crasz’s	bedside.	“I’m	here,	buddy,”	he	said.

“Someone	get	 this	 guy	outta	 here!”	 the	 doctor	 yelled.	He	waved	over	 a
couple	of	burly	orderlies,	who	stomped	across	the	room	toward	Nyne.



Nyne	ignored	them.	“Talk	to	me,	Crasz.”

“My	fault	…	My	fault	…”

“Why	is	it	your	fault?”	he	demanded.	He	felt	a	large	hand	clamp	down	on
his	shoulder,	and	whirled,	shaking	it	off.	“This	man	is	my	friend,”	he	growled
at	the	orderly,	“and	if	you	try	to	stop	me	one	more	time,	so	help	me,	I’ll	knock
your	 fucking	 teeth	 in.”	The	other	man	backed	off,	and	Nyne	 turned	back	 to
his	friend.

“Bla	…	Black	…”	Crasz	whispered.

“Black?	Black,	what?”

“Jo	…	Joh	…”	Crasz	could	manage	no	more,	and	he	shuddered,	then	lay
still.

Captain	 Lucrasz	 Deregski	 of	 the	 Orion	 Psi	 Corps	 was	 dead,	 and	 his
message	had	died	with	him.
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July	12,	2012

Chiron,	Coroune	Province,	Calchis

rawn	shades	shut	out	 the	daylight	 in	 the	packed	lecture	hall,	where
more	 than	 a	 hundred	 students	 sat	 in	 its	 ascending	 tiers	 of	 gray-
upholstered	chairs	with	folding	desk	arms.	Dr.	Faith	Santia	stood	at

the	head	of	the	room,	a	large	LCD	screen	behind	her	depicting	the	limestone
obelisk	and	shrine	at	the	ancient	Aygosi	city	of	Keryos.

“It’s	 a	 common	 misconception,”	 she	 said,	 “that	 because	 the	 Aygosi
pharaohs	were	regarded	as	 living	embodiments	of	 the	sun	god,	 they	had	 the
final	say	on	matters	of	religion,	as	well	as	of	state.	While	it’s	true	that	certain
pharaohs	exercised	 influence	 in	 the	 religious	sphere,	 such	as	Tufu	 II,	of	 the
Antet	 dynasty,	 a	 priest	 who	 ascended	 the	 throne	 after	 his	 older	 brother’s
death,	 most	 of	 the	 Aygosi	 monarchs	 were	 beholden	 to	 a	 thriving	 priestly
caste.”

Faith	 tapped	a	button	on	her	 laptop,	perched	on	a	nearby	podium,	wires
connecting	it	to	the	screen.	The	picture	shifted	to	an	image	of	Keryos	from	the
sky—a	 sprawl	 of	 broken	 reddish-yellow	 walls	 and	 shattered	 buildings,
inundated	with	sand.	She	hit	 the	button	again,	and	a	black-and-white	artist’s
rendering	appeared	of	what	the	city	might	have	looked	like	in	its	prime,	with
colonnaded	temples	a	hundred	feet	tall,	and	rows	of	square	homes	for	both	the
priests-in-training	and	the	citizens	who	handled	the	religious	center’s	day-to-
day	workings.

“The	priests	of	Aygos,”	Faith	continued,	“were	also	historians,	archivists,
teachers,	 and	 more.	 Though	 most	 of	 their	 texts	 have	 been	 lost	 to	 us,	 it’s
thought	 that	 at	 the	Library	of	Keryos	 the	priests	had	 recorded	 the	 complete
history	of	Aygos	through	its	two-thousand-year-period	of	dominance.”

She	 moved	 on	 to	 the	 next	 picture:	 a	 cracked,	 yellowed	 papyrus	 scroll
covered	in	hieroglyphics,	and	beside	it,	the	long	engraved	copper	tube	it	had
been	housed	in	from	the	day	it	was	written	to	when	it	was	unearthed	in	1967.
“In	fact,”	Faith	said,	“there	are	numerous	examples	of	pharaohs,	even	entire
dynastic	lines,	that	were	meticulously	purged	from	the	record.	Take	this	scroll
…”	She	gestured	at	the	picture.	“It’s	a	rare	piece	that	references	the	pharaoh
Khafneset,	who	 is	glaringly	absent	 from	all	other	histories,	 leaving	a	gap	of
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