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For Christopher



MAY 18, 2005

Lorenzo nearly tripped and fell into the mud as he tore out of his friend Jojo’s front door and into the wet street. The rain had come early this year, not that he would have stopped to grab his poncho even if he had brought it with him. He just ran, scarcely able to see in the darkness, flailing toward his house as fast as his legs would carry him. The rain was heavy, and warm, and washed his friends’ blood off him.

Philomena, he thought, feeling his pocket to make sure his rosary was still there. Lorenzo was of an age where the only reason he ever had his rosary on him was because his lola would be disappointed if he didn’t, but at this moment, it felt like the sole thread tethering him to this world. A demon had killed his friends. Now, it was coming for him. Prayer was the only thing that would save him.

“Philomena!” he cried as he ran. She was his mother’s favorite saint, and the one she prayed to most often, but that didn’t feel right. A distant bolt of lightning illuminated the street in front of him, and for an instant, it was as bright as day, showing him a clear and unobstructed path to his house. He sped toward it, not thinking about what it might mean to lead the monster right to his parents, to his lola, to his sister. But what else could he do? Had he not actually seen his friends effectively get dismembered? It all happened so quickly—before they had even known it was in the room with them, it grabbed Jojo, then Lito. He had moved to grab Jojo’s baseball bat to fend the demon back, but before he could grab it, the demon had brought Jojo’s neck to its mouth and—

Lorenzo nearly stumbled at the memory, still not truly accepting that his friends were dead. The demon only had two hands, and there had been three boys in the room; therefore, Lorenzo had gotten away, saved by virtue of not being as close to the window as his friends had been when the creature came inside, silent as a snake. It seemed almost impossible that something so big could be so quiet, that it could be on top of them the instant they even realized it was there.

Lorenzo made it to his house, slamming into his front door—locked! “Nanay, Tatay!” he cried to his parents. Why locked? They usually never locked their door, but they had heard of things, evil spirits in the woods, and started locking the door to calm his little sister’s fears. Of course—his parents didn’t know he was out. Hopeless! This was hopeless, and that’s why Saint Philomena felt wrong; she wasn’t who to pray to when things were hopeless. It hadn’t occurred to him because he had never truly experienced hopelessness in his young life. When he didn’t hear an answer from his parents, he cried to the heavens, “San Judas, San Tadeo, San Tadeo, tulong! Sagipin mo ago!” Save me, Saint Jude, save me.

He banged on the door, screaming and crying and turning his head every which way to scan for the demon. He didn’t immediately see it, and when the door didn’t open, he ran for the tree by the house that his father had nailed a couple of boards to for easier climbing. He stumbled onto the tree, climbed one step, then another. He turned around just in time to see the demon on the other side of the road, illuminated by a flash of lightning, blood still dripping from its maw.

This demon seemed more armored than the smaller one had been, which itself he and his friends had initially mistaken for a crocodile. If the bigger demon could be compared to a crocodile, it would be a saltwater one from Australia or some long-extinct giant species, nothing like the little ones found in the rivers nearby. Both of them had that grayish-black skin that looked like a wet suit, but where the smaller one had eyes that were black and empty, this one had yellow eyes that lit up like bulbs in the light of the storm.

The thing moved with supernatural speed and had traversed the distance between his neighbors’ house and his position on the tree in an instant. When he felt it grab his leg, he lost his grip, and it was only his rib cage getting stuck in the V between two strong branches that prevented him from being torn from the tree altogether. He scrambled to hold on to the tree, and again, he felt a tug, more violent this time, then he heard a howl as the creature let him go.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that someone had attacked the demon with a baseball bat, his father had attacked it with a baseball bat. Lorenzo grabbed once more on to the bark of the tree, focusing on that as he climbed out of arm’s reach of the demon, repeating to himself, “San Tadeo, San Tadeo, sagipin mo ago, sagipin mo ago!”

The branches of the tree were slick, like climbing a giant wet noodle, and he nearly slipped a couple of times before he chanced a look at the ground. In those few seconds, half a dozen of his neighbors had come into the street, wielding whatever they had close by to take the monster down—baseball bats, axes, machetes, and even a couple of rifles. A dozen more neighbors were either getting their bearings or were on their way, flashing torches wildly into the storm, but none of them knew what they were dealing with. Lorenzo yelled at them to run, to get away, but his voice was drowned out by the rain and thunder and shouting below.

One man lunged at the creature, only to be caught in midair and thrown into a tree, his back making a horrible thud on impact. Another, whom he recognized as Jojo’s father, hacked madly at the creature. He got a few hits in, slicing into the thing like slabs of old meat before the monster grabbed him by the neck, hurled him to the ground, and tackled him, opening its jaws and taking one large, loud bite so hard Lorenzo could hear the crunching even up in the tree.

More and more men from the village attacked, which gave the monster only more and more fodder to burn through. Even a tiger the same size would have fallen several times over after the pummeling it had taken, but not this thing. It had nearly a dozen people lying at its feet, injured, dead or dying, before it finally showed some sign of slowing. Then one of the men on the ground saw an opportunity, and using his machete almost like a javelin, he skewered the monster right through its neck. It failed to grab the man as blood spurted out of the wound, illuminating the mud with red when another flash of lightning passed overhead. The man raised the machete and brought it down on the demon’s neck like an executioner—once, twice, and the third time brought it down for good.

Lorenzo wanted to stay put, away where no one could see, where no one could ask what he had done to bring this horror down on their village. His six-year-old sister, Clarinda, knew what he and his friends had done, but would she tell? Lorenzo scanned the small crowd forming a semicircle around the demon, but he didn’t see his father. He fell out of the tree, stumbling toward his neighbor, who was still hacking away at the demon’s neck. Another flash of lightning revealed how much blood the man was covered in—not his but the demon’s, and in the back of his mind, Lorenzo couldn’t help but wonder, What kind of demon bleeds like we do?

He saw his mother, too shocked at the situation to begin to take stock of the carnage on the road in front of their house. Others were trickling out into the rain, realizing that their family and neighbors were lying in the road, victims of the same demon that had come for him and his friends.

Then he heard his mother’s voice crying, “Rodrigo, Rodrigo!” with a level of despair that could mean only one thing. He ran toward her, hoping that perhaps this was an overreaction, that she was mistaken, that this wasn’t his father lying dead in the mud by the side of the road.

But it was. His father’s face was partially illuminated by the light coming out of their front door just a few yards away, as was the wound to his neck. The muscles in his face were slack, his eyes unfocused, and what the demon had done to his neck no person could survive.

Lorenzo wanted to say something, do something, pray for this to be undone, but he was rooted in place, still as stone and just as numb. This had to be a nightmare, because if it wasn’t, it was divine punishment, and now his father had paid the ultimate price for his sins. His, and his friends’, who had tried to fight demons. And now . . .

“Kasalanan namin ito,” he muttered as he watched his mother hunch over his father’s body, her back heaving with sobs. We did this.

We did this. He thought it over and over, like a prayer. We did this.



PART 1
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SHE’S NOT A GIRL WHO MISSES MUCH

September 23, 2009

And before we judge of them too harshly we must remember what ruthless and utter destruction our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, such as the vanished bison and the dodo, but upon its inferior races. The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness, were entirely swept out of existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants, in the space of fifty years. Are we such apostles of mercy as to complain if the Martians warred in the same spirit?

—H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds



The


Guardian

Kaveh Mazandarani, Political Lightning Rod and Brilliant Mind, Dead at 35

BY IJEOMA OKERE

April 20, 2008

The Iranian American journalist Kaveh Mazandarani was well known for much of his adult life—certainly to anyone following the increasingly invasive methods of U.S. intelligence gathering and the treatment of its immigrant populations in the years following 9/11. But the terrible circumstances of his death brought him instant notoriety, positioning him either as a martyr or a traitor to the human race, depending on one’s politics.

Mazandarani spent much of his career critical both of his native country and his adopted one. However, he always insisted that he did not see himself as a dissident but as a patriot—both Iranian and American.

Born in Tehran, Mazandarani fled his home with his family in 1979 when he was only five years old. “Kaveh used to talk about how the theocracy in Iran couldn’t last, because that kind of oppressive regime just isn’t sustainable in the long run,” an American friend recalled. “He often longed to return home, like any exile.”

Mazandarani studied journalism at the University of California, Berkeley, before receiving a Rhodes Scholarship to pursue his graduate studies in political science at Oxford. His collaboration with Nils Ortega exposing secret CIA black sites in the Middle East and Asia and uncovering mass human rights abuses earned him international acclaim and helped influence sweeping reforms in U.S. intelligence gathering. Like Ortega, Mazandarani was a lifelong advocate for increased government transparency, although the two drifted apart later in their careers as Ortega’s methods became more controversial and radical.

The final chapter of Mazandarani’s life began a few months before his death with a chance meeting with Cora Sabino, the eldest daughter of Mazandarani’s former collaborator, Nils Ortega. Only Sabino, the sole surviving human witness, knows exactly what happened in those seconds surrounding Mazandarani’s death, but this is what the public at large knows based on video and forensic evidence: Mazandarani and Sabino were alone in the San Bernardino County desert with two amygdaline ETIs, known to us by their “human” names, Jude Atheatos and Nikola Sassanian, who appeared to be somehow incapacitated, where they were followed by four gunmen driving two trucks. At 7:24 P.M., the two trucks suffered an electrical shortage roughly two hundred meters from Mazandarani, Sabino, and the two ETIs. What caused the shortage is still unknown, but given the circumstances (as well as the fact that the shortage occurred in the two vehicles simultaneously, an astronomically improbable occurrence), we can assume that the shortage was caused by an alien electromagnetic pulse, perhaps to stop the gunmen from advancing farther.

The gunmen, however, did not stop when their trucks did. They continued on foot and, between 7:25 P.M. and 7:27 P.M., unleashed 128 bullets between the four of them. Recently released footage taken by a U.S. Air Force helicopter shows Mazandarani trying to rouse Nikola Sassanian, the larger of the two ETIs, when one of those 128 bullets struck Mazandarani in the back of the head, killing him instantly.

Immediately after his death, there was a push for disinformation, that Sassanian acted aggressively before Mazandarani was killed or even that it was Sassanian who killed Mazandarani; it wasn’t. I illustrate this moment-by-moment recap of events first to dispel the notion that it was some sort of shoot-out, rather than the one-sided attack that it was. It is true that one or both of the amygdaline ETIs killed the gunman, but only after Mazandarani was shot and killed, and the instruments they used were, perhaps poetically, the gunmen’s own bullets.

In his brilliant final essay, published posthumously in The New Yorker, “A Fiction Agreed Upon,” Mazandarani makes a passionate plea for recognizing the personhood of ETIs while chronicling his fascinating relationship with Sassanian as his case study, arguing that humanity’s refusal to do so would only serve as the greater reason why our civilization may not survive in the long term, first contact or no.

Mazandarani lost his life because of his connection to an ETI, but his death was not at their hands; it was at our own.
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Paris Wells looked at her watch for the third time in the last minute, her 2:00 P.M. now almost twenty minutes late. She’d made over a dozen inquiries to Cora Sabino, Cora Sabino’s people, and Cora Sabino’s people’s people before the girl finally relented and agreed to meet with her at a bar in the financial district. Not an interview, just a meeting, a conversation, a testing of the waters, but by now, she was having serious doubts Cora would show up. After all, she’d successfully avoided Paris for more than a year. Why stop now?

A no-show would almost be a relief, to be honest; Paris didn’t know if she’d be able to conceal her many and complicated feelings about Cora Sabino in the interest of unbiased journalism. When Kaveh had given Paris his essay wrapped in a neat manila package, he had told her to make sure it got delivered to his editors at The New Yorker “if anything happens.” She’d known then that whatever was in that manila folder could get him deported, imprisoned, or worse, but the danger as she understood it stemmed from the weight of his words, not the possibility that his head would take up the wrong square foot of space at the wrong instant. She never entertained the idea that “anything” could mean his death.

And now the last person who had seen him alive had agreed to meet with her. The selfish witness to a government cover-up who had a habit of fleeing when doing otherwise might reflect poorly on her. The careless accessory to murder, the reason Kaveh was dead. After all, he had abandoned his plans to skip the country for her. Because, as a ten-foot-tall space monster had told Kaveh the night before he died, she needed him.

“You who love her so dearly,” Nikola had said. “Who take care of her needs so well.”

She glanced out of the window and was surprised to see her—source? Interviewee?—her 2:00 P.M. arrive nineteen minutes late, scanning the faces inside the bar with unmasked dread. Paris stood up to make herself easier to spot—she wasn’t the only Black woman her age inside this bar, after all, and Cora may not even know what she looked like.

“Nice to finally meet you,” she said as Cora approached her, looking the part of a sleep-deprived college student played by a noticeably older actress. She shook Paris’s hand limply, took off her wool jacket and knitted red beret-looking thing, and sat in the booth.

“Can I get you a drink?” asked Paris, not taking her seat.

“Sure,” she said, eyes to the window as if she were expecting a brick to fly through it.

“What’s your poison?”

“Um, you can choose.”

“Okay—beer, wine, cocktail, tequila shots?”

“Cocktail.”

Paris ordered an IPA for herself and a whiskey sour for her 2:00 P.M.—the fancy kind made with egg whites instead of sour mix—while her guest continued holding herself like an abused circus animal relocated to a sanctuary that wasn’t itself a huge improvement. A couple of minutes later, Paris returned with their drinks, pushing the sour in front of Cora.

“You’ve been difficult to get ahold of.”

“I know,” said Cora tersely.

“So what changed your mind?”

Cora looked at the sour. “I suppose there aren’t a huge number of people in this world who deserve an explanation.”

Paris straightened. “You feel like you owe me an explanation?”

“I’m not saying I, personally, owe you anything. I don’t know you. But you deserve one, and I’m the only person who can give you one. So here I am.”

“Thank you,” said Paris, relaxing her shoulders and taking a long swig of her IPA.

“I know I cannot legally compel you to make anything we say off the record, but I would ask that you keep this conversation off the record.”

“Of course.” Paris felt herself softening. Bleeding heart that she was, she couldn’t help but wonder what this girl had been through since Kaveh’s death to make her like this. “I had no intention of putting anything on the record.”

“So you’re working on a story for The New Yorker?”

“I hope so.”

“I thought you were an associate editor there.”

“Not at the moment. Indefinite hiatus.” Paris was unable to keep the bitterness out of that last word.

“What happened?”

“Well, sort of a one-two punch. Kaveh’s death alone I probably could have pushed through, but my dad died not two months later.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah. Kaveh left me some of his assets, thinking he was going into exile, not that he was going to die. But I had money, so I said screw it, I have to have some time to heal from all this before I’m able to write again.”

Cora looked at the whiskey sour she had not touched. “Who are you with?”

“Freelance Enterprises Inc.,” said Paris, pointing two finger guns at herself. “Congratulations, by the way.”

“For what?”

“For Columbia. I was on the basketball team for a minute at NYU, although as you know, Columbia is our historical enemy.”

“NYU has a basketball team?”

Paris chuckled. “The Columbia team’s taunt for us was, ‘Safety school!’”

Cora didn’t even begin to crack a smile. “It was what Kaveh wanted,” she said mechanically, like she’d used this phrase so often it had lost all meaning.

“I hope they aren’t cutting you with tuition,” said Paris.

“I have a trust that pays my tuition.”

“Oh . . . does that mean—”

“My lawyers say I can’t disclose any details.”

Paris didn’t know how much of this was just natural churlishness, but her nonanswer confirmed Paris’s suspicion that the “trust” had likely been set up by Kaveh before he died. “I have to ask . . . I understand why you—they—chose Japan to seek asylum in, but . . . did you know doing that would effectively kill the Third Option?”

“No,” said Cora, almost cutting her off. Eighteen months ago, it was a practical inevitability that Congressman Jano Miranda’s Third Option, a bill that would have created a separate subcategory for “personhood” under which extraterrestrial intelligence would be classified, would become the law of the land. Kaveh’s New Yorker essay froze it in its tracks, but Japan’s refusal to extradite any ETIs to a country that did not legally consider them “people” killed it. After all, you can’t try a nonperson for murder.

“It was purely about survival,” said Cora. “It had nothing to do with affecting policy. I just . . . they . . . Jude . . . neither of them were . . . they were both sick. I couldn’t take care of them by myself. I needed help.”

“And Japan helped?”

“A few of their eccentric billionaires did. Money can’t cure all ills, but . . .”

“And Jude has been doing better since—”

“Just tell me—” Cora cut her off, collected herself, and continued. “Just tell me what you want from me.”

“Well, if I’m being honest, it’s not you who I want,” said Paris coolly as she pulled out Kaveh’s journal. “Do you recognize this?”

“Yes.” Cora looked at it, seeming to be running through some interior Rolodex of what humiliatingly intimate details he might have written about her.

Paris slid the book across the table, and Cora looked at her like she’d just slid her the Necronomicon. “Aren’t you curious?”

“You said it didn’t have anything to do with me,” said Cora.

“I said it wasn’t you who I’m after. I wouldn’t be talking to you if it didn’t have anything to do with you.” Paris opened the journal to the page she had bookmarked, and Cora hesitated before looking at it. “Did you ever see this?”

“N . . . no,” she said. “They were his private journals. I never asked to see them.”

Paris held her gaze for a moment, and Cora quavered slightly before looking down at the pages. “It looks like a to-do list.”

“Two lists. Is there anything about this second one that you find interesting?”

“It’s just a repetition,” said Cora. “He always wrote his notes in a weird code in case they got confiscated, but he never showed me what his code was.”

“I know that,” said Paris gently. “This second list is identical, but it doesn’t have the strokes of a ballpoint. It’s almost like it came from a printer instead of a pen.” She tapped her index finger on the duplicate list. “I think Nikola wrote this.”

“Maybe. So?”

“Kaveh had this journal with him every time he was with Nikola at Los Alamitos, but he wrote his notes in his own feral-child language. It’s completely indecipherable. There’s only one person in the world who knows what these notes mean or at least what was happening when they were written.”

Cora looked at her like she’d just proposed opening a restaurant that served human flesh. “He’s hospitalized four people.”

“You mean besides the people he killed?”

“Yes,” said Cora, growing irritated. “The people he killed were killed, not hospitalized.”

“At least he hasn’t killed anyone else.”

“You want to push your luck?”

Paris leaned back against the booth and took a long draft of her beer, scrutinizing Cora, who sipped her whiskey sour like she thought it might be roofied. She was just so . . . sad. Not sad in a “boo-hoo” kind of way but sad in a “this is how eighteen months of international attention hailing you as a hero slash damning you as a traitor to the human race chips away at one’s psyche” kind of way. It was one thing to know that this cruel, uninvited sort of fame must wreak havoc on a body, but it was quite another to see it.

“Why did Jude turn Nikola over to the feds after Japan extradited them? They’re . . . space aliens. Why play by our rules?”

“Nikola killed four people. And I needed help—food, shelter, the bottom rung of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs—I just couldn’t get those things off the grid with Jude in the condition he was in.”

“So they changed the law to extradite for a trial that didn’t even end up happening,” said Paris, chuckling dryly. It had cost the DA his job, and it was one of the most controversial decisions to come out of the whole mess. But there was footage of the killings taken by a military helicopter that showed exactly the order that the events had happened—at least one of those aliens surely had killed those men, but only after those men popped off over a hundred rounds. After they killed Kaveh. The DA knew that a trial would be a complete waste of time with such concrete evidence of self-defense, even if that self-defense had been alien telekinesis so advanced it may as well be magic. A team of lawyers had taken a plea deal on Nikola’s behalf, and he had been tucked away into a custom-made mental institution ever since.

“We didn’t know that would happen. It’s just, someone had to look after Nikola while Jude . . . worked on his own issues. Bella Terra takes better care of Nikola than we could. And either way, it’s a better setup for Nikola to be in an institution. Jude can’t look after him, he . . .” She stopped herself. “It’s good that Nikola has a facility that looks after him. Even if he’s a danger to anyone who enters it.”

“I’m not asking to help in his rehabilitation,” said Paris. “But he’s still the only person left alive who knows what was happening when these journal entries were written.”

“Okay, but . . . so what? In the extremely unlikely event that Nikola cooperates and tells you whatever he and Kaveh talked about—and believe me, he won’t—what good would that do?”

Paris finished her beer in two long gulps and placed it on the table in front of her, just short of a slam. “Julian hasn’t even been president for a year, and he’s already asking for a year-over-year budget increase in defense spending of 9.5 percent—that’s a bigger increase than after 9/11, a bigger increase than almost any year on record since World War II. And all this during the biggest depression since the Great One.”

She placed her elbows on the table and leaned forward, causing Cora to stiffen. “We are living in a country where everyone is just taking it as a given that increasing our firepower will protect us in the decades to come from a hostile alien civilization, and you and I both know that’s not true. Right?”

It took several awkward seconds for Cora to give a stiff, forced nod in the affirmative.

“Kaveh wrote about a civilization that will strike first and ask questions later if they perceive a threat,” Paris continued. “But that threat may not be completely imaginary or hypothetical—if the amygdalines show up and we come out guns a-blazing, they have every right to assume the worst. Right?”

“How will talking to Nikola change any of that?”

“People are afraid to push back against what Julian is doing because they can’t offer any viable alternatives, because they don’t understand the existential threat we are facing. But Nikola does. Firepower won’t save us. I don’t know what will, but firepower ain’t it. We have nothing to lose by trying to push a more nuanced narrative. Worst-case scenario—the world burns in slightly less ignorance.”

Cora looked at the journal like she might be sick and closed it. “I imagine it would also be incredibly lucrative.”

“I imagine it would be,” said Paris, taking the journal off the table and stuffing it into her bag. “If I were planning on selling this as a book. For now, all I want is an essay, same as Kaveh did. I want to continue what he started. I think this is what he would want.”

“Well, there is no ‘what he wants,’ because he’s dead,” said Cora. Paris half expected her to walk that back, cringe, and withdraw into awkwardness, but she had turned to ice. “Any ‘what he would want’ that you decide on is just a construct you made up, because what he wants doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Actually, what he wants—what he would want—very much does matter,” said Paris, a plume of anger flaring at what she could only read as disrespect. “You just told me that the sole reason you decided to go to Columbia was because it was what Kaveh wanted. So how is this any different? Do you think we just go about our lives completely irrespective of everything that came before us? When people die, are they just forgotten?”

A glassy red film spreading over Cora’s eyes doused that plume of anger, and Paris reminded herself that even if her world had been demolished by Kaveh’s death, at least she hadn’t had to watch him die.

“There is some catharsis in honoring the wishes of the dead,” said Paris gently. “You’re right that we can’t know what those wishes would be for sure. We can only make our best guess. But we do it in good faith . . . because we loved them.”

Cora sat stone-still, as if any movement might unleash the wall of emotion she was holding back. Then the iPhone on the table buzzed, and her hand flew to it like a cobra. Paris didn’t catch who the message was from, but she did get a glimpse of the message itself:

Dear one, I want you to come to me.

The two looked at each other, and Paris caught more than a hint of shame. Either Cora had some new Ivy League paramour who spoke in a stilted manner that bordered on Victorian, or Jude Atheatos was feeling . . . better.

“I have to go,” said Cora, dabbing her eyes with the cuff of her sleeve. “I can’t help you. Sorry. You’re right about firepower doing more harm than good, but I don’t think there’s anything that can be done about it. It’s just what we do. It’s what we always do.” She stood up, putting on her jacket. “Best of luck to you.”

“Wait,” said Paris, pulling out one of her business cards she always had at the ready. Cora took it and then froze as their skin made contact, and Paris couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been since she’d been touched by another human. “If you change your mind,” she said in the most compassionate tone she could muster.

Cora swallowed and nodded the nod of someone who had no intent of doing so. She put the card in her pocket and continued toward the door.

“Hey . . . ,” said Paris.

Cora stopped but didn’t turn.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

Cora’s head tilted, not quite a turn, and then she left without another word.
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Cora closed her eyes at 2:30 P.M. in New York and opened them at 3:15 A.M. on the other side of the world. Ampersand never left the lights on in this upper portion of his house because he never used it, but sometimes she wished he’d leave the light on for her when he knew she was coming. When he’d asked her to come.

She sat up as the last of her semiautonomous plating slid back into the implant that hovered over her spine between her shoulder blades, unnoticeable to anyone who wasn’t looking for it. One of Ampersand’s conditions for letting her spend most of her time on the other side of the planet was a built-in system of transportation like his, which she carried with her in the form of a surgical implant. As with all her implants, it was operated by an ocular overlay controlled by her eye movements and which itself had taken months of trial and error (and many, many upgrades) before it became second nature, and even now, like everything he’d implanted in her, it was still effectively a prototype.

She felt at the incision where the billions upon billions of microscopic drones that looked like liquid metal had disappeared to—she couldn’t feel it at all. She stretched out her wings, trying to shake off the “jet lag.” The journey took about forty-five minutes, but even the ones that only took five made her feel hungover. Sometimes she had to enter Japan legally, but unless she had to deal with any humans (which wasn’t often these days), she usually came straight “home.”

Home, for now, she reminded herself. They had to leave Earth eventually. That hadn’t changed. Eighteen months ago, the two agreed that there was no saving this civilization and began to formulate a plan to save themselves in a galaxy far, far away. A major variable had been Ampersand’s “disease” (his word for his precarious mental health), as they could never leave Earth with him in such poor condition, but he had improved considerably since Nikola had nearly murdered him—enough that he was now starting to make coherent plans. They had not yet agreed to specifics, such as when and where or, most stressful to Cora, whether their plan would feature human repopulation efforts, but in the abstract, this was and always would be the plan. Japan was “home,” but only for now.

“Where are you?” she asked the house, which was dark and verging on uncomfortably warm, as per the amygdaline preference. “Are you downstairs?”

Everything upstairs looked like a normal man-made house because it was—their main angel investor, rock star Japanese billionaire Kentaro Matsuda, had gifted one of his many properties in the mountains of Fukushima Prefecture and put it in the name of a trust known only to him and his team of lawyers, but even they didn’t know about everything belowground, where Ampersand spent most of his time.

“Behind you, dear one.”

She turned and rose to her feet to greet him, lit only by the stars and the moon filtering through the giant windows of the house. Even now, he was still an intimidating presence, standing at around eight and a half feet tall and looking like a giant praying mantis wearing a mechanoid dragon costume as imagined by Steve Jobs. But it was the small details that made him intimidating: the odd placement of his shoulders, the strange joints at every junction of his limbs that screamed of wildly different evolution that arrived at some similarities of the human form—a bilaterally symmetrical creature with two arms, two legs, and a head with two eyes. She reached her hands around his neck, pulling him down toward her into an awkward embrace. Realizing what she was trying to do, he lowered his nearly nine-foot stature to her height, placing his hands on her back like a cowl.

“Are you well, my dearest?”

“I’ll live,” she said, closing her eyes and holding him tightly. “Did you message me to get me out of that interview?”

“No, I had some improvements I wanted to administer to your implants.”

“Oh . . .” She slackened her grip.

Ampersand pulled out of the embrace and regarded her. “But these upgrades are not so pressing that I cannot attend to your needs first.”

He guided her into the first-floor bedroom, and it took her a moment to see what he was getting at—no poking and prodding quite yet—they were going to have a moment to decompress. This was good. He was learning.

The “human” portion of the house was both extremely high end and extremely minimalist, consisting only of a kitchen, a living/entertaining space, a large master bedroom that opened onto its own balcony overlooking the mountains, and a smaller, presently empty office space. She’d insisted on there being an outwardly human layout to the main space because she’d assumed there would be human visitors, although by this point, only Kentaro’s people and her aunt Luciana had actually been inside it, and that had been months ago. Cora preferred the upstairs bedroom, as it felt, far less claustrophobic than his underground sleeping space that she had come to think of as the Lair. If the upstairs projected “humans live here, human human human,” everything underground projected the opposite.

Cora sat on the side of the bed, which was far bigger and lower to the ground than her twin-sized dormitory bed in New York. He placed one spiderlike finger under her chin, tilting her head up to look at him.

“Have you eaten?”

“Not tod—”

She didn’t even get the word out before he turned to leave to get whatever amount of calories he deemed necessary. Yes, he did effectively have a thermonuclear perpetual motion machine inside his torso that gave him his powers, but that power was ultimately finite. While sometimes it seemed like it would be more practical for him to use his telekinesis, most times when he needed a physical object, he got it the old-fashioned way.

Within seconds, he returned with a prepackaged protein smoothie, which she took, smiling in concession. Though her food aversion wasn’t as bad as it once was, it had never really gone away, and she usually just let him tell her when and what to eat than to stress about it herself.

As she forced the smoothie down, Ampersand positioned himself next to her, roosting in the deerlike way with his limbs tucked under him. He used to be so uncomfortable watching her eat, but now he would often stare at her as though making sure the process was going along smoothly. It was as disconcerting as it would be if a human did it, only instead of human eyes, his were almost the size of footballs and seemed to glow amber with the light reflected in them; instead of human skin comprised of cells, his was an iridescent silvery white comprised of billions of nanites; instead of stubby human fingers, his were the length and size of the legs of those Japanese spider crabs at the aquarium.

It had taken some getting used to for both of them.

“What improvements are you working on?”

“An upgrade to protect your internal systems from energy pulses.”

He’d spent more time and energy on developing fail-safes against electromagnetic pulses than nearly any other project—not unreasonable given that it was his only major physical weakness. “Still worried about that?”

“While the upgrades I’ve added to myself should be approximately 98 percent effective against man-made electromagnetic pulses and 87 percent effective against amygdaline-made energy pulses, I need to ensure that the same fail-safes will apply to the systems I have installed into you.”

“Is this the last improvement?”

“Nikola could engineer better ones, if he were willing. I am a biologist, not an engineer.”

There that name was again—Nikola—and just as when Paris Wells had said it barely an hour ago, it sent a thrill of fear through her. Nikola, Enola, it didn’t matter what they called him—he was a problem and would be an even bigger one once they left Earth. Nikola couldn’t come with them, not as a free companion, anyway, but he could not stay here.

“I can sense you’re upset. How might I ameliorate it?”

She looked at him, impressed. It wasn’t often he put words to her emotional state before she did. “It’s just . . . it makes me sad, sometimes. Thinking that we have to leave.”

“Leaving one’s home civilization is a pain that few have truly experienced, but I am one of those few. The fear is valid because the pain is deep and never goes away.”

“It’s more than that, but I’m having a hard time articulating.”

“We are not yet advanced to a point in our communications where we are able to share consciousness. Regrettably, in order for me to understand what is causing you pain, you must communicate it verbally.”

She took a few deep breaths, trying to beat back the well of emotion that accompanied thoughts of Kaveh, at unhealed wounds that had been poked and prodded by talking with Paris Wells. Every waking moment the first six months after his death was a struggle to keep her head above water with Ampersand acting as a four-hundred-pound brick. Every day, a new scenario she had no idea how to navigate, and always something Kaveh would have known how to handle. “I knew talking with her would only make me confront how much I miss him, but . . . I really miss him.”

“You speak of your dead lover.”

“He had a name, Ampersand.” It was a linguistic quirk that amygdalines tended to address subjects by their relationship to the speaker rather than given names, but it did sometimes feel dehumanizing (for lack of a better word).

“Kaveh Mazandarani. You rarely speak of him.”

“It’s just . . .” Heart ripped out at the mere mention of his name? Screaming agony medically known as survivor’s guilt? “I don’t want to bother you with it.”

“I understand why you still think of your grief as a burden to me. So many times in the past, I have failed you. I cannot promise you I will take the correct approach in addressing it, but I do empathize with your loss, and my desire to do for you what you have done for me is strong.”

She smiled; it wasn’t that him trying to comfort her was rare at this point, but expressing gratitude? Even tiptoeing up to an apology? A breakthrough.

“You are my protector and my advocate, and I am your caretaker. For now, we must make do with the limitations of human language, but soon, we will surpass those limitations. Soon, I am confident I will be able to exist inside your consciousness, and neither of us will be burdened with the need to explain ourselves through the medium of spoken language.”

She stiffened, now realizing what he was getting at. “You have another . . . run-through you want to do?”

“I am ready to try again, when you consent.”

He’d been frustrated by the limits of spoken language since they’d met, as he considered amygdaline “high language” far superior. At first, she had taken it for granted that their neural wiring was just too mutually alien for such a form of communication. But soon, he admitted that he thought it could be possible. Stranger still, he desired to do it with her.

She’d been terrified of the idea at first, but eventually volunteered to be his guinea pig. He’d been working at it for more than a year by now—creating digital maps of both of their neural networks, opening her up, operating on her, filling her with implants the function of which she only understood a small fraction. High-language attempts were always draining and at best left her feeling sluggish, at worst with a splitting headache. The last attempt, three weeks earlier, had been the worst one so far. She’d spent about an hour under the shower afterward crying from the pain while he seemed totally oblivious, treating what to her felt like nothing but if a migraine and a tsunami had a baby as some big success. His “successes” felt like being hit with a bigger and bigger truck each time, never like two consciousnesses melding and becoming one.

And this would be attempt number eight.

“You are anxious.”

She sighed, drawing her hands around his slender neck. The things we do for love, she thought. “It’s okay. I’ll be ready in the morning.”

She looked out the window into the night sky; the ground floor of the house was full of massive windows that took up much of the walls, out into the mountains that the nouveaux riches both of Japan and abroad paid top dollar to enjoy. The stars were especially clear through those massive windows, but tonight they felt cold. They used to evoke a sense of awe, but now she saw an icy, empty future.

But an inevitable future because there was no saving this civilization.

*   *   *

“Well, it sure is bigger.”

Ampersand had built what was effectively a sensory-deprivation chamber, theorizing that the first several attempts failed because she was still too attuned to her own senses. The first try was a shallow pool of warm water the size of a large closet and was only big enough for her body. But in the following weeks, he’d scooped out more of the earth with whatever nuclear hellfire he used when she wasn’t there, creating a giant obsidian womb from the earth. The dim reddish lights he used down here made it feel like a darkroom.

“I’m curious why you made it big enough for both of us.”

“So I can be in it with you.”

“I can see that.”

She took off her robe and lay down in the water, exactly the temperature of the human body. It took a minute for the water to settle completely, and then for her breath to slow enough to where she didn’t really hear anything. She’d done one of the human-made sensory-deprivation chambers a couple of times for therapy, but unlike those, this silence was near total, and the first time they’d tried it, she was surprised she didn’t experience more from Ampersand than the usual splitting headache. And it was for the splitting headache that she braced as he turned off the lights.

She opens her eyes to a thin, gray fog, like it’s early morning in nineteenth-century London. Only this fog isn’t in a city, or the country, or anything familiar. She can’t see more than a few feet in any direction.

The fog begins to dissipate. The whiteness of the plane dims as the thing on the other side of the fog comes into view. It is the size of a house, now a skyscraper, now a mountain. It is looking for her, and every cell in her body electrifies with the instinct to get away from it.

She tries to run, but a tadpole could more easily outrun a speedboat. It is as if the ocean has risen from its bed to stand, only these aren’t the cool blue waters of the Pacific but a roiling, cold blackness, a strange nether region between oil and smoke, and it is reaching for her.

No, no! Help me, help me!

She tries to get away. She knows that if it touches her, even if it gets too close, it will crush her, obliterate her. This is a cold, black void that sucks the life from any and everything it touches, and it is reaching for her, close, too close, soon it will—

She sucked in a deep breath as her limbs flailed about in the shallow, salty water. A red light came on, and she backed away from him until she slammed into the slick, black wall of the chamber, staring at the alien inside of it with her. This nine-foot grotesque that more resembled an insect than a human.

“Was that you?” she said, looking at the alien shell that stared back at her with its fiery, cold eyes. She saw not a person but a creature, a beast, something so unfathomably foreign it may as well not be made out of the matter of this universe. It had no expression, no skin, no heartbeat, no heart—it was the body of a machine that only aped the movement of a living thing. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember how she had ever anthropomorphized this thing.

“Is that what you are?” she asked. “Is that what you really are?”
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Questions Remain After Palawan Bar Fracas Leaves 6 Dead, Injures 12

MANILA
APRIL 2, 2005

BY HAMMITHA HULSE

The sleepy fishing town of Bahura was turned upside down last month by a bar brawl that left 6 people dead and 12 injured. But given the paucity of details and relative lack of media coverage, some question if there might be more to the story.

Romeo Chavez, a journalist with Palawan Daily, first became intrigued by the fracas when he noticed that the families had not submitted any obituaries for the deceased. Last week, Chavez was denied access to the scene by local authorities. “I’ve made inquiries to all of the bereaved families, but none have responded for comment,” Chavez claims.

“Six dead at any sports-related riot would be a cause for national shame, but for it to happen in such a small, rural town is unprecedented. Why is so little light being shed on such a tragedy?

“The brawl represents the greatest loss of life at any sports-related riot in the history of the western Philippines, and yet we’ve seen hardly any national coverage,” said Chavez.

The bar at which the brawl reportedly happened is registered as having a security system in place, including security cameras, but police have not released the footage.

Local police have not responded to requests for comment.
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Cora sat on the edge of her bed in her dorm room, staring at her phone.

Dear one, I want you to come to me next weekend.

She hadn’t even been back in New York for fifteen minutes, hadn’t even had time to get her bearings, and he was already looking to schedule round two. Yes, she had left with a haste she had never displayed with him; historically, it was he running away while she begged him not to, but today, it had been she leaving the eldritch horror that had just invaded her mind alone and confused in his fallout shelter.

Not confused, she thought. Humans feel confused. Maybe you project confusion, but “confusion” is not what’s going on in that alien shell.

I need some time.

I do not understand your meaning.

She huffed, dragged her palm across her face, then responded:

I need some time to process what happened.

What happened was a success.

She threw her head back against the wall. Her upset was far too visceral for him to miss even without the empathic bond, so clearly, he just didn’t care. Which, of course he didn’t, because he was not fucking human.

The entire time she’d known him, people cautioned her against anthropomorphizing, which she ignored because she had always known more than they had, had a literal metaphysical bond with him. Yes, she had had it explained to her by both Ampersand and Nikola that what she felt through their metaphysical wall wasn’t what he was actually feeling but rather her brain’s interpretation of whatever alien energies Ampersand was projecting. She had known that, but she hadn’t really understood it. All this time, she’d been imagining that on the other side of those amber eyes was a consciousness that was strange, perhaps, but ultimately comprehensible, not the Call of Cthulhu she’d just experienced.

You are frightened. I can sense it. But you have nothing to fear. We are making great progress.

I just need some time to get used to this.

It will take some time to become accustomed to. Perhaps a very long time. But I am pleased with our success.

Was that what “pleased” felt like to him, that incomprehensible mass that consumed all, the abyss personified?

Less than a second later, another message:

Your fear is understandable, because it is both unnatural and alien. Our high language is the most ambitious experiment that has ever been attempted.

“Just talk to me through the earbud,” she said aloud.

“If it pleases you, dear one.”

She nearly growled. “My dearest,” “dear one,” “my love,” you don’t even know what any of that means. “Did you know this would happen?”

“I anticipated that there would be some challenges.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did tell you that I expected any early success to be difficult.”

“Difficult?” This time, a growl did escape. “That wasn’t difficult, that was—”

“I had no means of anticipating degrees of difficulty.”

“Okay, then on a scale of one to ten, with one being the easiest you would have expected and ten the most difficult, where would you place that?”

“I cannot reduce something so complex to a simple one-to-ten measurement.”

“Sure you can. You simplify complex topics for me all the time.”

“There are far too many variables in this experiment to accurately rank it by the scale you’re asking.”

“Do it anyway.”

“Six.”

“Six?” she nearly shrieked, clapping a hand to her forehead. “You call that a six?”

“I have always warned you that this would be a difficult process.”

“But you never told me that I’d be the one bearing the burden of the difficulty!”

There was a pause, one uncharacteristically long enough to make Cora think that something might have happened to his encrypted line. Then, “That is not how I interpret our dynamic.”

“Well, if you are bearing the burden of ‘difficulty’ on the level of what I just experienced, you should have told me.”

Again, a pause. “I do not think my difficulties are comparable to yours.”

She resisted the urge to push, to get angry, to tell him that whatever “difficulties” he had endured without her knowledge, he should have told her. Perhaps it was obvious that he wouldn’t have known what would happen in an experiment that had never been tried before, but didn’t that make it all the more dangerous? If he hadn’t anticipated what the difficulties would be for her, what else was he overlooking?

“You know what my ‘difficulties’ are, and you just go full steam ahead because you don’t have to live with those difficulties?”

“I don’t understand your meaning.”

“I know you don’t understand. You don’t understand all I’ve gone through—”

“You don’t know the specifics of my past before we met,” he cut her off. “And even if you did, you have no right to be the arbiter to which of us has the claim to the greater personal trauma. Yours are no greater than mine.”

She stopped herself from spewing some defensive diatribe she did not mean and would inevitably regret. Even if he was a nightmare hellspawn from another world, he was still a sentient social creature, just as capable of sustaining damage to the psyche as she was. There had been times over the past eighteen months when, while he never divulged anything, he alluded to incidents in his past, wounds that had never healed. They were never more than allusions in his darkest moments, and even then only in fragments.

They made me watch.

“You’re right,” she said, sitting back down on the bed. “I’m sorry. It’s not a competition. I just—”

The ring of her phone cut her off—not her secret encrypted line but her actual phone. “I have another call. I have to go,” she said, picking up her iPhone. “Hello?”

“Hello.” It was her sister, Olive.

“Hey . . .” She stopped just sort of calling her own sister, “Hey . . . you,” and winced. To think there had been a time not so long ago when she called her “butternut” every night; now Cora treated her with almost the same formality she treated Kentaro Matsuda.

“Mom wants to know if you ordered Monster Truck’s medications.”

“Oh, sh—I’m sorry, I forgot.” Monster Truck had always had ear problems, and they had only learned last month that she was nearly deaf. The fact that Cora was now the person in the family with expendable income (and the fact that Monster Truck was still, on technicality, her dog) meant that she had to pay for all of Monster Truck’s prescription ear medications that might slow the rapidly onsetting deafness (or at least clear out the frequent infections). “I’ll get on that right away. It’s . . . been a rough week. How’s Thor doing?”

“Same as ever.” Good old Thor. Monster Truck the purebred with all her health issues, but no worries about Thor, dog of indeterminate age and breed, just as healthy as ever. “I was going to call you earlier, but I got put in detention.”

“For what?”

“I got into a fight.”

“Why?”

“Simi Parquette said some stuff again,” she said with a scoff. “Her dad says we’re a whole family of traitors.”

“What, because of Nils?”

“Mostly because of you.”

Ah, the brusqueness of youth. “You know, you really shouldn’t make a habit out of this.”

“Why not? Someone’s got to stand up for you.”

What few brittle heartstrings Cora had left were thoroughly tugged. Why did Olive still bother standing up for her? I hated Nils for abandoning us, and here I am plotting to do the same thing to you. Hell, I’ve already done the same thing to you. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you should be engaging in fisticuffs.”

“It isn’t your fault, what those gunmen did. Nikola killed those guys in self-defense, and that isn’t against the law. They’re just acting like this because they’re aliens.”

“Well, thanks for sticking up for me, but please try to limit that sort of thing to verbal defense.”

“Simi really sucks.”

“Please?”

A sigh hissed through the phone. “Okay, unless she starts it.”

Cora tried to breathe out the hurricane of guilt inside her. “You planning anything fun for your birthday?”

“Sleepover with Siobhan and Kitty.”

“That sounds fun.” She paused. “Are they pro-or anti-Jude?”

“Pro!” she said without hesitation. “I wouldn’t have xenophobic friends.”

“Okay, good.”

“Will you come?”

Uggghhhh. She’d hoped Olive wouldn’t come out and ask, because that put her in the position of either coming up with an excuse not to or making promises she didn’t know she could keep. “I might be able to swing it . . .”

“And meet Siobhan and Kitty?” she asked with the tone that implied that she might have promised Cora (and by extension, Ampersand) stopping by as a possibility to Siobhan and Kitty.

“Sure.”

“Yeah!” A pause. “Miss you,” she added, sneaking it in like doing so was breaking a rule.

“I miss you, too.”

They hung up, and Cora slumped back down on her bed. It was one thing to feel hideous, horrible guilt about her inadequacy as a sister who’d effectively become a surrogate parent when her bleak decision to leave seemed obvious, but now? Now when the last thing she wanted to do was ever look at Ampersand again? Now when her sister, who was creeping up on adolescence, who was getting into fights at school because of her, needed her most?

No one knew about the high-language experiment. No one knew she had cybernetic implants. No one knew she was planning on leaving Earth. No one knew there was a tentative plan for her to be neo-Eve, that there was a possibility of a second attempt at human civilization billions of light-years away.

She wished she could tell Luciana.

She wished Kaveh were still alive.

She wished . . .

They made me watch.

A year ago, things had been dire. They had been in Japan for a month, and Ampersand’s condition had not improved. But although she had intended to take care of him by herself, she soon realized it was not feasible and called her aunt Luciana for help. They’d parted on terms bad enough that Cora half expected them never to speak again, but to her surprise, Luciana was on the next flight to Japan, and within a few weeks, to her even greater surprise, they had the entirety of the Japanese government at their back, refusing to extradite two aliens (one comatose, and one functionally comatose) to the U.S.

They had been kept in austere government compounds for a couple of weeks—that is, until the wealthy started getting involved. It was Kentaro who paid to move them to a ryokan he had bought out entirely and indefinitely, a tiny old-fashioned Japanese boutique hotel in the mountains full of creature comforts that a still near-catatonic Ampersand did not appreciate (and would not have even in the best of circumstances). Kentaro had made his fortune in aerospace and pharmaceuticals, and gladly threw more money at Ampersand than was needed. An “investment,” in his own words—in Kentaro’s industries, a technocrat alien xenobiologist might be very useful one day.

Luciana had to go back to the U.S. for visa-related reasons, leaving Cora alone in the ryokan with Ampersand for weeks. She kept him hidden away from the bureaucrats and government types as best she could, and waited. By this point, it was late summer, and she felt like she had done everything in her power to help him, but hardly even got a word in response for her efforts. One night, she went into the bedroom, knelt next to Ampersand, and asked, “Are you asleep?”

A slight twinge of fear from the other side of the wall. It was rare that she felt anything from him at all these days, but when she did, it was a relief. Fear was good. Only a creature that does not want to die feels fear.

“What is it?” she asked. “Are you still afraid of me, after all this?”

“Instinctively, yes. But I understand and accept that you do not intend to eat me.”

This had been a running theme since they’d met, a fear he knew to be irrational but still wallowed in, anyway. “Why are you so . . . hung up on cannibalism? You’re . . . post-natural. There’s nothing to eat.”

“You know I have organic parts.”

She sensed that he was offended, as if to say, How could you ask something so insensitive? She resisted the urge to give him a comforting pat on the arm or back; he did not respond well to that sort of thing. “You never told me what happened to you.”

“I have seen it,” he said.

“Not by humans?”

“Not humans.”

Of course it hadn’t been humans. When could it have been a human? There were probably a few weirdos out there dying to know what alien tasted like, but what human would even know how to crack open a post-natural amygdaline to find the “living” bits, let alone have the opportunity to do so?

He must be referring to their sister species.

She knew little about the amygdalines’ sister species, called physeterine by the people at ROSA. Ampersand called them transients, which felt almost like a pejorative when he said it. She knew little about them, save that they were nomadic, that they traveled in “pods,” and that unlike amygdalines, they did not inhabit cybernetic bodies but ones made of meat and bone. She was unclear when the two sister species had declared forever war on each other, or why, but at this point, it didn’t really matter. Both sides decided that one could not thrive while the other survived.

“You’ve seen . . . physeterines cannibalize . . . amygdalines?” she asked.

“They made me watch.”

“What are you talking about?”

“They made me watch. They made me watch,” he said, over and over. “They made me watch.”

To this day, he had not told her any more than that.

Back then, she had feared that the end of the conservatorship that fall would be where he gave up on life, but by that point, he was a legal person in most countries. By that point, Nikola had been committed into Bella Terra. By that point, he had both unlimited funds and one of Kentaro’s spare houses in a beautiful mountain village in Fukushima Prefecture. By that point, he had the safety and freedom to pursue the high-language experiment. She never pushed, because even though he had not moved on from it, he wanted to believe that he had.

And now, a year later, what was she doing if not the same damn thing? She was aping him in his tendencies to keep his pain buried, first with her physical trauma with Obelus (Ampersand’s other shitty symphyle who had also almost killed her), and now with her grief over Kaveh. The harder she tried to put him out of her mind, the more insistently his ghost claimed squatter’s rights. She remembered something he had told her once after he talked her down from a panic attack:

“Deep down, I think you understand that you can’t just wish that shit away. That if you try to keep it down, the pressure builds, and it explodes.”

She felt something in her jacket pocket and pulled out Paris Wells’s business card, wondering why contacting her felt like a good idea now where yesterday she had never wanted to see this woman again. Yes, they were going to leave Earth and everyone on it, from Japanese billionaires to her own errant sister, but she still felt an obligation to postpone the crumbling of civilization; after all, even if she wasn’t going to stay in it, people she cared about were. She didn’t know if Paris really had the pull or talent to make the world better, but she certainly couldn’t make it worse.
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Cora dreaded seeing Paris in the way that one dreads going to the dentist, and she hesitated a solid two minutes in front of the high school in Harlem where they were scheduled to meet. Strings had been pulled, things had fallen into place quickly, and Paris was scheduled to leave for California on the morrow. Cora could have just left her to the fates, but Paris needed some guidance, for all the good it would do.

It was late in the afternoon, and the building was mostly empty. Cora found classroom 110 easily enough, peeked inside, and saw about ten teenagers at the front of the room, most seated at desks and a couple kneeling on the floor, with Paris and another woman standing over them. One of the girls had her fingers interlaced on top of the chest of a mannequin—a CPR training course, and Paris was teaching it.

“You want to do it firmer and faster,” said Paris. “You’re trying to get their heart kick-started, not give them a massage.”

The girl, a teenager with hair that was a faded, dyed-weeks-ago pink, started pushing harder, but still too slow. She’d noticed Cora, and her eyes lingered for a moment, the expression of near recognition that Cora had gotten very familiar with over the last year and a half.

“Okay, so you’re going for a rate of 100–120 compressions per minute, so think of it like your heart rate after you’ve been jogging.” When the girl continued going too slow, Paris amended. “Okay, you know the song ‘Stayin’ Alive’? Do it to that—ha, ha, ha, ha, stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive, one, two, three. Come on, Tucker’s got a wife and two-point-five kids who depend on him. Think of Tucker’s children, Blaeleigh and Grayson. One, two, three . . .”

Paris shot her a “glad to see you!” look before returning to her lesson. Cora was struck that even in this informal environment of instructing a tween to pump a plastic torso Paris presented a casual professionalism that felt both effortless and cultivated. She was wearing a white vest that hugged her little waist so perfectly it looked tailored, and her natural, tightly curled hair, held back by a matching white headband, framed her heart-shaped face like a Christmas wreath.

Cora took the opportunity to use her ocular overlay to scan the room for bugs; her system for detecting electromagnetic activity was nowhere near as sensitive as Ampersand’s, but it did give her the ability to suss out live wires where there weren’t supposed to be any. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Paris; at this point, it was just force of habit.

A few minutes later, the clock struck 4:00 and the gaggle of teenagers shuffled to their feet. “Next week is when it really gets real,” said Paris as they filtered out. “We’re going to learn some methods to stop bleeding in the field.”

The self-conscious CPR girl shuddered so hard she practically spasmed. “I can’t with blood,” she said with a thick Bronx accent.

“If you want to be an EMT, you’re going to have to deal with blood.”

“I hope I don’t ever have to . . .” She full-body spasmed again. “Nope!”

The girl moved to leave, lingering on the possibility of some awkward “you look familiar” variant before thinking better of it and leaving Cora alone with Paris and the other woman.

“I appreciate you coming down here,” said Paris warmly.

“It’s no problem. It’s just a short walk from campus.”

“Renée, this is Cora,” Paris said to the other woman. “Cora, this is my sister, Renée. She runs an after-school enrichment program, and today we are teaching CPR.”

Renée looked Cora up and down skeptically, as if she expected Cora to start evangelizing about how the aliens were here to bring salvation and enlightenment to all. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise. Are you a first aid instructor?”

“I’m a teacher,” said Renée, nodding to Paris. “That one’s the amateur field surgeon.”

“I was an EMT when I was in grad school,” said Paris. “During my last year’s journey of self-discovery, I renewed my EMT certification and started volunteering for the Red Cross, so I give first aid certification classes here a few times a semester.”

“That’s really cool,” said Cora earnestly.

“I have an event tomorrow,” said Paris, picking up Tucker the Mannequin and putting it on a desk. “Then I’m going to California to meet our friend. Exciting!”

The whites of Renée’s eyes flashed as if Paris had just mentioned she was taking up BASE jumping. Cora looked at Renée, then at Paris again, hoping she’d take the hint, that this was a conversation they should have alone, but Paris was wearing a polite but transparent expression of “whatever you have to say in front of me you can say in front of my sister.”

“Realistically, that is probably true,” said Cora. “Nikola doesn’t really . . . ‘communicate’ as such. At least, not with words.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, that was one thing I wanted to tell you about was . . . the precedent. They set up an apparatus that translates Pequod-phonemic—that is, their spoken language—into English. Like, if he were to speak, the translation would appear on a flat-screen TV near his, um . . . cell.” She almost said the word enclosure, because the one time she had seen it, that’s what it looked like. “But he doesn’t use it.”

“Ever?”

“Well . . .” The phrase only in hostage situations felt a little bit dramatic. “Not really.”

“Interesting. Maybe I can talk him into it.”

Cora’s heart dipped, and going on Renée’s reaction, she felt the same. Her expression alone told Cora that she thought this was a terrible idea and had already made her piece known and was not about to trouble herself any further.

“I’m guessing you have some feedback,” said Paris.

“Nikola . . . tends to respond poorly to people who try to appeal to his better angels,” said Cora.

“Hospitalized four people, huh?” said Renée, her eyes darting to one side in a “hoo-boy.” “How?”

“Well, bear in mind this doesn’t include incidents that didn’t end up in hospitalization.”

Renée coughed.

“Go on,” said Paris.

“Well, you know the invisibility cloak from Harry Potter?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, Nikola basically has a built-in one of those. One time, he cloaked himself and found a way to fool the infrared scanner. A nurse entered the enclosure thinking he was safely sealed off on the other half and—”

“Girl,” said Renée, addressing Paris, “if that thing does anything to you, Abuela is gonna kill me.”

“Also, Nikola can sense weaknesses in structures,” Cora continued. “If he creates enough micro-fissures in the acrylic wall, it’ll create a weakness that the staff isn’t even aware of until it’s too late. He’s done that . . . four times?”

“Four times?” exclaimed Renée.

“That I know of. But only two of them hit their target.”

“What do you mean, ‘hit their target’?” asked Paris, now becoming alarmed.

“One time, he used vibrations to weaken a rafter outside of his cell to fall through the ceiling, and beaned a night janitor in the head. That guy ended up in a coma for two weeks. The next one was on one of the nurses; it was just a light fixture, but, you know, glass. She sued Bella Terra, and they settled out of court for . . . I don’t know how much, but it was not nothing.”

Renée’s eyes went wide again, her lips puckering in an expression that almost looked vindicated, like she’d told Paris this would get her killed! And think of what Abuela would do to her then! “Who the hell is paying for all this?” she asked.

“Some of it comes from Kentaro Matsuda, since he’s footing the bill for Jude’s expenses already, and they are, well, ‘family,’ but most of it comes from American industrialists.” And, yes, some from the government, but they didn’t need to know that.

“That is so much to unpack,” said Paris, mostly to herself.

“Riri,” said Renée, “I don’t want to be putting words in anybody’s mouth, but I think she’s trying to talk you out of it.”

“I’m not,” said Cora. “But I do want you to understand what you’re getting into. Just because Nikola is confined doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous.”

“He killed four people!” exclaimed Renée.

Paris took a deep breath. “Even if he doesn’t do exactly what I’m asking . . . as long as he does something, it’ll be more than I have now.”

“This ain’t ours. I gotta go return it,” said Renée, picking up Tucker the Mannequin. She looked at Paris pointedly. “You gonna help me return these rentals?”

“Yeah, I’ll be down in a few,” said Paris. Renée left the room, shaking her head, Tucker under her arm.

“I do wish there was more I could do to help besides being soothsayer of doom,” said Cora.

“Well, I appreciate that you’re here at all. You didn’t have to come down.”

“No, I did. You need to know what you’re getting into. Even as horrifying as he is to be in the same room with physically, no one’s prepared for how . . . mean he is.”

“‘Mean’?”

“Mean and spiteful.”

“He didn’t strike me as either of those things.”

“What do you mean?”

Paris moved toward her purse on the desk at the front of the room. “I didn’t tell you how I plan to communicate with him. I wasn’t going to rely on a flat-screen.”

Paris opened her purse and pulled out a small jewelry box that looked like it would house an engagement ring. She returned to Cora and opened the box. “Do you recognize this?”

There was indeed something ringlike in there, a device that looked like a tiny daddy longlegs hugging an invisible straw—an aural communicator, the same earbud as the one Ampersand used to talk to her.

“I’ve met Nikola before,” said Paris.

“When?” said Cora, gobsmacked. She’d just been sitting on this for eighteen months?

“It was the night before Kaveh died,” Paris said, growing somber. “I was hanging out at Kaveh’s apartment while he was packing to skip the country. I was actually looking for information on you, trying to find if there were any credible leads on where you were.”

“For me?” she asked, a splinter of guilt biting her at the memory of her disappearance after her Senate testimony last year. Bad enough to think of how worried Kaveh and her family had been, it was even worse to think the shrapnel had hit people she’d not yet even met.

Paris nodded. “And then I feel this shadow over me, and I look up and . . . there he is! And I’m racking my brain like, Did I get blazed this morning and just forget? This has to be a hallucination. But no, Nikola was there in Kaveh’s living room, and Kaveh came back in and was all, ‘Oh, Nik, my friend the giant spider-lizard monster, I’ve been so worried about you!’” She laughed shakily.

“That sounds like Kaveh,” said Cora, voice barely above a whisper.

“I told Nikola to please protect Kaveh, and he said he would. I said that I wish we’d had the chance to talk more, under different circumstances.”

“Nikola gave you this?”

“No, Kaveh did. He still had his earbuds from when Nikola had been speaking to him months earlier, and since he had two of them, he gave me one so I could hear Nikola.”

“I see . . . ,” said Cora. “Did Nikola say anything to you?”

“Yes, the last thing he said before they left was that we would meet again.”

Cora blinked. “What, really?”

“I apologized for being afraid of him when he first showed up, and said that I wished we’d met under different circumstances. He said to me, and I quote, ‘Dear gentle creature, we will meet again.’”

Cora looked at her in slight wonderment. “A hypocorism.”

“A what?”

“It’s like . . . a name. He gave you a name. Their language is . . . pretty complicated with how they address one another; some of those quirks filter into ours.” Cora looked down at the earbud, identical to hers. “Yeah, this is . . . very much uncharted territory. He all but gave you instruction.”

“I don’t really think my charm offensive is going to be what makes or breaks this,” said Paris. “This is my real trump card.”

“He doesn’t have that power core that gave him his telekinesis, but even defanged, he’s still extremely dangerous. Ancient Japanese proverb: ‘Cut off a wolf’s head and it still has the power to bite.’”

“Ancient Japanese,” said Paris with a smile. “The ancient era of 1997?”

Cora brightened. She hadn’t expected Paris to catch a quote from Princess Mononoke. “That’s the one.”

“I love that movie.”

“Me, too! I’ve gotten to know the Japanese film industry very well in the last year, so . . .”

“Really?”

Cora shrugged. “Lot of downtime, and it’s a good way to help learn Japanese.” One of the first things Ampersand had programed into her ocular overlay was a feature that translated spoken Pequod-phonemic to written English; she had initially refused the feature that would do the same for human languages, as she wanted to learn Japanese and didn’t want it as a crutch, but it wasn’t long before she had to concede that it would make life much easier. “My grasp on the language is still . . . halting.”

“Well, it’s one of my deep, dark secrets that I am of the weeb tribe. Maybe one of these days, we can hang out in a ‘watching anime’ context and not a ‘homicidal aliens’ context.”

It had been so long since Cora had felt this sensation, it took a moment for her to place it—butterflies. “I . . . actually have to go to California this week, too,” said Cora, speaking on pure impulse. “It’s my sister’s birthday.”

“Oh, word, I may need more help along the way.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Did you ever consider going into journalism?”

“I . . . hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

“Something to consider.”

It really isn’t, she thought. She closed her eyes and sighed. Why wasn’t it, though? It wasn’t like the plan was to leave Earth tomorrow. Was she really so nihilistic as to think there was no greater good to work toward? If that were the case, why bother helping Paris at all?

Paris clearly noticed the shift in her demeanor, and Cora added, “But please be careful. Nikola, the person that Kaveh wrote about, he died when Kaveh did.”

Paris crossed her arms and smiled. Her dark skin was so smooth and perfect and in such contrast to that white top. She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but perhaps Paris’s writing acumen hadn’t been the only reason she wanted to reach out to her. “We’ll see,” said Paris, looking at her phone at an incoming text. “Duty calls. You good?”

“Yeah, I can see myself out,” she said. Paris nodded and went on her way. For want of any couch to flop down on, Cora took a seat at one of the student desks and buried her head in her hands.

Paris was warm and intuitive, the human equivalent of a comfy couch after months of nothing but a cold, stainless steel barstool. It was bad enough, the mere thought of any relationship with another human having the specter of leaving Earth looming over it, but that it was her dead boyfriend’s best friend who caused the butterflies? Ugh, weird. Weird weird weird. What would Paris think if she knew?

“Excuse me.”

Cora looked up, and there was Paris’s student from a few minutes ago, the pink-haired Asian girl who’d shuddered at the thought of blood. Her look of recognition had gone from tentative to definite. “It took me a minute to realize—you’re her!”

Oh, goddamn it.

“My name’s Marisol Martinez,” the girl continued. “I was born here, but my family is from the western Philippines.”

In any other situation, she’d leave without a word, but this was Paris’s student, and she didn’t want to come off as mean. “I’d love to chat,” Cora cut her off, improvising a very poor bullshit excuse, “but Paris and I, we have an agreement, I can’t really talk—”

“I just have one question—”

“It’s a legal thing. I can’t—”

“Have you ever heard of ‘physeterines’?”

She felt as though the oxygen had been suddenly sucked out of the building. “How do you know that word?”

“From the internet!” said Marisol, contrite. “Four years ago, my uncle was killed. When we went for the funeral, which happened almost three months later, they denied us entry.”

“Entry to what?” asked Cora, rising to her feet.

“To . . . the country,” said Marisol. “To the Philippines. They said there was something wrong with our visas, and they made us go back. They’ve denied us entry ever since.”

“How did he die?”

“I’m still not entirely sure. Our family there weren’t allowed to say. Then a year passed, and my grandmother made a Skype call to us from the city. She said it was . . .” Her eyes shifted around as if she suspected a CIA mole to pop out from behind the whiteboard. “She called it a ‘demon.’”

They made me watch.

“When did this happen?”

“In 2005,” said Marisol. “My grandmother said that the people of the village did kill the ‘demon,’ but it killed several people before it went down. And that was how my uncle died, trying to kill it.”

They made me watch.

“Who made them keep this a secret?”

“The Filipino government told them that they couldn’t tell anyone or they’d go to jail, that they’d get to the bottom of it, but they never did.”

“The Filipino government?” repeated Cora.

“Yes, the government never gave any closure or explanation. We had no clue what it could have been until . . .”

“The Fremda Memo?” asked Cora softly.

Marisol nodded. “Before the Fremda Memo leaked, everyone assumed it had to be a demon from hell, or a science experiment gone wrong or something, but then came the Fremda Memo and we thought, Of course, this must be it. The ‘demon’ was actually an alien. Maybe the same thing the U.S. government had in custody was what killed my uncle. But then the photos of you from Pershing Square came out, and . . . it—you—they didn’t look like what they had described to me at all. The only thing I can find was on DeceptiNation.com—a drawing someone in America made that sort of matched the description of the demon from someone in Puerto Rico in 1989, and they called it a name that they said came directly from ROSA—physeterine. And that’s the only lead I have. And I thought you might know—is ‘physeterine’ a real thing?”

They made me watch.

“Yes,” breathed Cora. “It’s a real thing.”



PART 2
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YOU’VE GOT TO HIDE YOUR LOVE AWAY

October 5, 2009

Gradually, the truth dawned on me: that Man had not remained one species, but had differentiated into two distinct animals: that my graceful children of the Upper-world were not the sole descendants of our generation, but that this bleached, obscene, nocturnal Thing, which had flashed before me, was also heir to all the ages.

—H. G. Wells, The Time Machine
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with Satomi Mack

Transcript of televised debate between Nils Ortega, founder of The Broken Seal, and Los Angeles Times columnist Andrew Szucs on the topic of the president’s proposed defense bill

SZUCS: The president claims that a large portion of this proposed increase in defense spending will go to developing technologies that may in the future help protect us from the Pequod Superorganism, but we have absolutely no guarantee that’s where this money will go or what these technologies even are.

ORTEGA: Have we already forgotten what we learned from the April 16, 2008, Senate hearing? Four CIA agents dead—

SZUCS: Mr. Ortega—

ORTEGA: Dr. Ortega.

SZUCS: [Pause] Dr. Ortega—

ORTEGA: Four CIA agents dead at the hands, so to speak, of one of the ETIs using a method so advanced and powerful it didn’t even leave a corpse. Human bodies disintegrated in an instant.

SZUCS: Therefore, we are obligated to support a year-over-year increase in defense spending bigger than the total annual budget of the Department of Homeland Security, the Department of Education, and the Department of Energy combined?

ORTEGA: Defense spending is a solution to an unknown problem, and in the absence of knowledge, the only thing we can do is bolster all possible defenses.

SZUCS: But at what cost? We are staring down the barrel of the greatest depression in living memory, and this is where our money is going?

MACK: Gentlemen—

ORTEGA: I’m not here to argue in support of any policy, but knowing what little we do know—

SZUCS: When we should be removing our troops from Iraq and Afghan—

ORTEGA: Knowing what little we do know, again, to cite my earlier point about the ETI code-named Obelus and their ability to—

SZUCS: It sounds to me like you are implicitly if not outright in support of the president’s defense proposal, Dr. Ortega.

ORTEGA: I’m in support of any government official brave enough to bring harsh truths to light, and President Julian was the individual who made the truth about the gruesome deaths of these CIA agents public. What is your suggested alternative?

MACK: Gentlemen—

SZUCS: I think government spending should be aiding the millions upon millions of Americans in crisis, not being funneled sight unseen into the military. We have millions out of work and an economy in free fall. Six major banks have failed. I think it is the height of hubris to dump money into developing military technology when we don’t even have the foggiest idea what we are up against.

ORTEGA: Well, if there’s anything we learned from the last time this happened to our great country, nothing fixes a depression like a war.
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