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Chapter 1

“The meteors are back. We should go outside, lie in the grass and watch.” Cobyo held out a hand to Elisabeth. “Gloria is already there.”

“Again? We did so last night as well.” Elisabeth looked up at him from behind the little console she had installed in their house.

“Yes. Again. You agreed that it was nice, so we should look at them tonight as well. A person cannot see enough nice things in one’s life.”

Elisabeth looked at the screen for a moment, feeling a slight regret she would have to leave her work. Work she liked so much. “Very well, but we are not going to paint ourselves black again, like we did yesterday.”

Cobyo appeared shocked. “Why not? Why should we not create a colour on us that unites us with the night sky? The stars I put on your skin last night were exquisite.”

“They were indeed, my dear.” Elisabeth smiled as she recalled how much effort he had put into that. She rose and took his hand. Together they left their house.

Gloria looked up at them as they sat down and grinned. “So he convinced you, didn’t he?”

“He’s just a charmer,” Elisabeth said as she lay down.

Overhead, lines of light streaked through the black sky. “Oh! Did you see that one?” Cobyo sounded excited as he pointed up.

“Which one?” Elisabeth smiled in the dark. There were so many lights to admire.

“The one that wobbled and seemed to fly off on its own!”

“Meteors don’t tend to wobble,” Gloria said. “And no, I didn’t see it.”

“Oh. Too bad, because it looked quite special. I’ll yell when I see another one.”

“Sure. That will be the day. Or night.” Elisabeth grinned. Yelling at this time was not the smart thing to do. This was the time for the wild animals to come closer to the village, and screaming made them a bit too curious.

“Do you think the meteors will be back tomorrow night?” Cobyo asked.

“I think so. Usually they stick around for several days. Oh, look, that is an amazing streak of light.” She pointed and Cobyo looked up. This time it was hard to miss which one she meant. Its light was incredibly bright. “I’m quite sure that one is much closer to the atmosphere than the others. One or two more such passes and it will burn up.”

“Or it is much larger than the others,” Cobyo said. “Maybe it is their leader and it shows them the way to do it.”

Elisabeth heard Gloria chuckle in the dark. “You are ever so romantic.” It was something they both loved very much about him. His mind could switch from brilliant to childlike in an instant, and back the very next moment.

“And you are ever so smart. Both of you, my dear women.” Cobyo took Elisabeth’s hand and gently squeezed it. “What amazing things will you be working on tomorrow?”

“That will depend on how long we are going to be out here, watching the meteors,” Elisabeth said. “I need to be awake and rested if I am to do something sensible.”

“Then I will keep you awake now, and make you sleep late in the morning,” Cobyo decided. “And Gloria will help me.” Elisabeth asked why he would do that. “Because you need to let go of being so sensible once in a while. You need to relax your brain. Just do things that are fun to do without a goal in mind. And do them with me, and a few others from the community.”

“Like what?” She could almost sense his smile. He wasn’t going to tell her because he loved to surprise her. Another reason to love this colourful man.

“Like… fun things. We can decide on them tomorrow. Oh, look!” Now it was Gloria who saw an amazingly bright streak.

Cobyo asked, “Could that be the same one we saw just now?”

“I doubt that. Meteors aren’t in the habit of turning around and doing their trick again.”

“I wish I could make one for you that could do it.” Cobyo sat up.

“And you keep me awake, Cobyo.” Elisabeth sat up as well and yawned audibly. “I should get some sleep.”

“Go then. Get some sleep. Gloria and I will sit here and watch the lights. And we’ll watch over you.”

Elisabeth kissed him on the cheek. “From all the way over here? You are even more creative than I had thought.” She got up and walked into their house. Soon she was asleep.

The sounds of the morning floated into the bedroom through an open window. Elisabeth stretched herself slowly and carefully, as she didn't want to wake up her man nor Gloria. Her woman. She had no idea when they had finally come in for some sleep.

Today she was going to pay a visit to Sarah, her former co-worker who had now turned into a true plant lover, living together with Leero in the fourth community. She would have to use one of the pods in the pod tube system, which worried her a bit. After Cobyo and she had disabled the entire Mirror Earth Network, the entire community had agreed to stop using the portals as well. They reminded everyone too much of what had been going on, of the attempted invasion of their planet to steal dinosaurs.

Her worry came from the intermittent faults the pod system was suffering from lately. She had talked about that problem with Gloria, and they had decided to ask Sarah's opinion as well as Henrik's and Timmon's. Gloria would talk to Timmon today. If she woke up at all today, that was.

Elisabeth got up and looked at the two sleeping shapes. Her heart swelled with love and pride, something it often did. She had never thought herself able to live this way but it worked out fabulously. Quietly she left the bedroom and went to the kitchen area where she prepared a quick breakfast.

With her food she went outside and sat down in the early morning sun, enjoying the peace and quiet for a while. The house was at the edge of the community, so even at a later hour there wouldn't be many people passing by. It would be good to see Sarah again, she mused. They had kept in touch, but they hadn't been visiting each other very often. Through a video call, they had touched on the option of reviving the transport portals. With the Earth Network disabled, those should be safe. The portals had proven that, and with the pod system having more and more significant problems, they needed an alternative. Cobyo had even suggested that the pod system might be taken apart and its material reused.

"Right. Let's get to it." Elisabeth cleaned up and walked to where the moving path was closest to their house. She remained on the slowest track, so she could enjoy the sight of this place. It still blew her away, no matter how often she saw the village, the enormous sand mass behind it and the small parks that had been created between the houses.

When the pod terminal came into view, she stepped off the pathway and walked towards the building. Someone had been taking good care of it, she noticed. It didn't look much different from when she had first arrived here. If only it were so easy to keep the pods running, she thought as she entered the building and walked down to the tube system. She selected her destination and waited for a single-person pod to arrive.

When it did, she skillfully jumped into it and prepared for the pressure that would keep her safe. The light changed, and off she went.

Elisabeth emerged from the terminal at her destination. The journey had been uneventful, exactly the way she liked it. The horror stories of a pod stopping somewhere in an uninhabited area, and the long time it took to get someone out of there, had been on her mind until she had hopped out of the pod.

The freshness of the air and the abundant presence of trees and plants overwhelmed her for a moment. This community was so different from where she lived with Cobyo and Gloria. The journey from the terminal to the village itself was much longer as well, so she decided to take the faster track. In this area there were many wild animals of the ferocious kind, and although they usually didn’t show up so close to the community in the daytime, she didn’t want to take any chances.

Once off the moving pathway, Elisabeth bit her lip as she tried to remember where Sarah and Leero lived. This community, with its many colourful houses and streets, confused her. It was so different from home. In the end she asked someone for help. The man knew exactly where she had to be and showed her to the proper street.

“It is the third purple house. It’s the one with all the flowers. You can’t miss it,” he said, and then went on his way again.

Elisabeth laughed at his explanation. Leero was indeed famous here, for all the flower work he did. It was amazing that Sarah had turned into such a flower and plant person as well, she thought as she walked into the street. Her guide had indeed been right: the little garden in front of the house hardly left any space to walk to the front door. An avalanche of colours and smells hit Elisabeth. It was so amazing and tastefully done that she just stood there to admire the view.

In the end she walked into the garden and followed the narrow trail over a few flat stones. The path meandered through the sea of flowers and, very cleverly, was marked by a trail of blue flowers.

“Sarah? Leero?” Elisabeth called out, hoping she wouldn’t wake up anyone who wanted to sleep in.

“Elisabeth!” Sarah yelled a lot louder as she came outside. She hurried to her former co-worker and still friend, and hugged all the air out of Elisabeth.

“Hey, let me breathe,” the visitor laughed as she patted Sarah on the back. “How are you?”

“I’m so glad to see you! I had expected you later, so this is a wonderful surprise. Come in! Leero’s away already, to look at the location of a new plant project, so we have the house to ourselves.”

With something to drink, they sat in the back of the house. There most of the space was taken over by flowers as well, which made Elisabeth laugh. “Each time I come here, there seem to be more flowers!”

Sarah assured her that she was keeping Leero under control. “Which works, because there is still enough room to sit, as you can see. So, what is it exactly you want to talk about? Last time we talked on screen, you were worried about the pod system.”

“And I still am. We get more and more news that the system is failing. Considering how old it is, I think we should retire it.”

“And how will we replace it?”

“With the previously cancelled portals.” Elisabeth sipped from the tea-like brew in her cup.

“The portals? Weren’t they shut down for a reason? You know what I mean…”

Elisabeth nodded. “I know. But it’s either that, or we have to work out something new while sticking with the pods and the increasing number of problems they cause. That’s hardly an option, is it?”

“True.” Sarah frowned. “I’m a bit surprised you’re asking me about this stuff.”

Elisabeth explained that, in their former life, they had worked together very well, and that she appreciated the talk about this. “Once we’re in the clear about what is a sensible option, I want to take that up with Henrik. And Pavel, if he’s still up for some action.” Pavel, she remembered, was the silent technician who was extremely talented in his work.

“I see…” Sarah pondered the question about transportation for a while. In the end she had to admit that patching up the pod system was hardly feasible. “So portals. They are safe, right?”

“We never found a problem with them,” Elisabeth said. “They were shut down because of the memory of what their inter-dimensional brothers and sisters had brought upon us, not because they were unstable. Unless you know anything about that.”

“I don’t. We could take a walk and find Henrik. I’m sure he will be interested to hear about this. What’s Gloria’s take on it? She was very engaged with the portals here as well, wasn’t she?”

“Gloria’s on board for the idea. She’s going to talk to Timmon today. If she wakes up.” Elisabeth told Sarah about the meteor shower they had been watching over the past few days. “That was quite impressive. Did you see them too?”

“We stayed up one night,” Sarah said as she guided Elisabeth out of the house. On the way to Henrik’s home they talked about the meteors some more. Sarah was thrilled to hear how, one night, Cobyo had painted all of them up to look like stars in the dark.

Henrik was sitting in the garden, enjoying a book. When he heard Sarah mention his name, he put down the tablet and rose to greet them. Elisabeth was a bit shocked to see how old he had become since she had last met him.

“Elisabeth! How wonderful to see you again.” Henrik got up and hugged the visitors in turn. “What brings you to our humble community?” He offered Elisabeth and Sarah a seat and listened to the reason that had made Elisabeth come over. “It is true. The pods have been giving us problems too. Not me in person; I don’t go out much these days, but I have heard of people getting stuck for a long time. It is certainly worth considering an alternative.” He drummed his fingers on his knee. “So you want to bring back the portals. Hmm. Intriguing.”

Elisabeth knew Henrik had always been into the portals. He’d been one of the main proponents of creating that first portal. The one that connected this world and her old one.

“You do know that all the old portals were dismantled, don’t you? And that the plans for them were erased?”

Elisabeth nodded. “I do. The idea was to avoid anything like we went through from happening again. But things have changed, and I think the portals were a great way to travel. Much faster than the pods, and much easier to set up as well.”

“That is absolutely true.” Henrik’s starting enthusiasm for the idea made her feel good. “But perhaps we need to work on a different approach from the original setup. I know you and Cobyo closed that incredible network but I want to be absolutely certain that we do not run into anything like that again.”

“I understand and I agree. We can rebuild the system. Model 2. Better than before, and with fail-safes to keep the transports local to this Earth.”

“That sounds viable,” Henrik said, looking at Sarah as if he wanted her to add some thoughts.

Sarah, however, said she liked the concept she heard. “I am out of the technical world for so long now, that I don’t feel qualified to add any ideas. Replacing the pods with something better is good, though.”

“Wonderful. We will get to work on that then.” Henrik smiled. “Elisabeth, how do we approach this? Can you and Gloria start with some designs? You can then share those with me, and we will discuss any details.”

“I would love to, Henrik. Thank you for agreeing with this idea.” Elisabeth felt a bit lightheaded. She hadn’t thought this idea would be accepted so quickly and easily. But then, everyone was aware something had to happen. The pods were no longer reliable. That thought made her worry a bit about traveling back home, but it was the only option for now.


Chapter 2

“I don’t give a damn about your problems. You’re in charge there and so it’s your job to fix them, not tell me about them!” Colonel Bronson waited for the other end to finish speaking. “I know we’re losing civilians by the dozen each day, captain. Stop it from happening, damn it. I have enough on my plate. Fix the problem. Bronson out.” He slammed the phone on the desk. The phone bore evidence that this had happened often before.

The colonel turned to the two scientists who were waiting for him. “You heard it. The problem is getting worse. Get your people on it. These bloody invaders have to have a weak spot and I want you to find it.”

“You told us before, sir,” Marco Dimitriou said, “but the problem is that we can’t get close enough to either the Redolans or their ships to find out anything.”

“Not close enough without getting influenced by them and taken away,” Shirley said. She was Marco’s wife and together with him she was assigned to find a way to kick the Redolans off this planet. A task easier said than done.

“As you already pointed out, even your high-tech jets can’t get close enough without being disabled.” Marco knew he touched a sore spot with the military man, but it had to be said. Over thirty jets had tried to get near a Redolan spaceship and none of them had made it back. The aliens had some kind of weapon that simply made all electronics in the planes shut off, including the motor. Not even the ejection seat of the pilots would react anymore.

“Then dig a tunnel to one of those things, man.” The colonel got up and stomped to one of the windows, from where he could see one of the Redolan ships. It had landed in the middle of his military base. “There’s one right there. Tell me what drilling stuff you need and it’s yours.”

“That would be disabled too, sir,” Shirley reminded him, “like the jets.”

“Then we’ll give you a few dozen soldiers with shovels. Goddammit, do I have to think of everything here?”

Marco looked at his wife. He didn’t want to remind the colonel of a similar attempt the Chinese had undertaken. The Redolans had detected the tunnel before it was even anywhere close to their ship. The aliens had simply opened up the ground and taken all the diggers in, flying them off to who knew where. The ship had soon been replaced by another one.

“We’ll take that idea into consideration,” Shirley said, cutting off any of Marco’s remarks they might regret later. Or sooner.

Marco nodded, understanding her hint. As she got up, he did too. “We’ll see what we can do, sir,” he simply said and left the military office as quickly as he could.

“That almost went wrong,” Shirley said as they walked down the stairs. Elevators had been stopped and locked ever since the Redolans had decided to interrupt the flow of electricity at random. Getting stuck in an elevator for days wasn’t fun. Worse was that hospitals suffered from those games as well. The first few power outages had cost thousands of lives. Generators had been put up to make sure there was power, but the imminent lack of fuel for those was now creating another problem.

“I know. Sorry about that.” Marco shook his head. “How do you get rid of alien invaders who have superior tech? Is there a Dummies-book on that?”

Shirley sighed. “We’d have to write that first, I’m afraid. Let’s make our way back to the Faculty. Maybe one of the people there figured something out.”

The Faculty was a complex of interlinked buildings. Most of the world's finest minds worked there and some of them almost lived there. The place had formerly been known as the Holger Institute, after the man who had funded development of the strange and now abandoned portal technology. Only a few rooms in one of the buildings were witnesses of that time. The main control room where the original portal had been started up. A library room, with all the information that had been collected on the technology. A memorial room, with images of all the people who had worked on the various projects and who had either disappeared or died because of that. There was an amazing amount of images.

 

Marco drove his car to their personal parking spot and killed the engine. "Okay. Let's go in and assess the damage."

 

The first *damage* presented itself in yet another power outage. None of the coffee machines worked. Marco cursed as they ascended the stairs to where the main laboratories were. The drone of a generator told him that at least those areas still had power.

 

"People," he said as they went inside, "you had better give us some very good news."

 

"The good news is that the generator still works, sir," one of the lab assistants said. "And we still have some coffee." He held up a thermos. "Care for some?"

 

"We care about ways to rid our world from Redolans, not old coffee, Stan. Any progress on that?"

 

"Not really, sir. We fed everything we have into the AI..."

 

"Wait. What? Again?" Marco was confident that the AI had been fed all that information at least three times before.

 

"With the new death tolls and the latest reports on missing people, sir."

 

"The AI won't be impressed with that," Shirley said. "It will only waste time on producing an even more pessimistic prognosis."

 

A screaming noise came from outside. Most scientists didn't even bother going to the windows anymore. They had seen more passing Redolan ships than they cared for.

 

Marco switched on a terminal and looked at today's workload. Remotely controlled hot air balloons to drop strong acid on a ship. How would they control such a thing if it had no engine? Harpooning a ship. And then what? Knowing the Redolans by now, they'd drag in the harpooning equipment, store it and fly off. They'd probably sell it somewhere. He wanted them to come up with something that worked, but the problem was that no one had a clue what would work.

 

He recalled a name from some years ago. A man called William Burns. Rumour had it that he knew of something that worked against the Redolans. Marco knew that the Redolans had visited the other Earth as well, and William, or Bill, had been to that other Earth. Too bad he had died in the first days after the Redolans had arrived here. Why hadn't those fuckers remained on that other Earth, he thought.

 

He had once brought up the subject of the inter-world portal to the people at the top, but they had told him that the project had been shut down because there was nowhere to connect to anymore. They had tried. Marco had seen the footage of that. Everything had been done exactly according to the notes of the original project. The machinery was there. The software had been ported to the latest computer systems and should work flawlessly. After activating the system, even the strange cloud had appeared, so that had been perfect. But there was no one on the other end. Hell, there *was* no other end.

 

Marco slammed his fist on the desk, not caring who got disturbed by that. In his mind he replayed the talk with one of the people who had been there on the last attempt started by Professor Holger. The professor had gone to that other Earth, the woman had said, and everything looked fine. And then, suddenly, two naked people had appeared in the control room. Both painted up in weird colours. And they had said they were there to shut down *the Network*. They had vanished and after that, all contact with the professor and his team had been lost.

 

"Lucky bastards," Marco muttered. "They are on that other Earth and they have access to that Redolan repellent." He looked at the name of the person who had suggested the hot air balloon with the acid. It was a crazy idea, but at least it was an idea. The name was Morrison. "Hey, does anyone know if Tom Morrison is in?"

 

"Sorry, sir. He's off today. He'll be back tomorrow."

 

Of course. Oh well, Marco thought, that would give him some time to ponder the suggestion and perhaps come up with some improvements.

In the evening, Marco talked to Shirley about the hot air balloon idea. She didn’t even laugh at it, which told him how far they had come in their attempts to chase off the invaders. From their living room, through the window, they saw the clear, yellow lights from a Redolan craft going up.

“You know, I don’t even wonder what they’re taking with them,” Shirley said. “And that’s bad. People. Things. And where do they take them? It’s so strange that we haven’t found any way to communicate with them.”

Marco nodded, sipping his whiskey. “And whatever attempt we make, it ends up losing the people who went to talk to them.” He looked at his wife. “We did try to have a few jets approach them and shoot them out of the air, didn’t we?”

“We did. And the jets fell from the sky as usual. Remember?”

“Right. And the stinkers actually came back down to collect what they could use. Which is anything, it seems like.”

Shirley put down her glass and pursed her lips. “When do we have to think about going into hiding as well?” All over the world, people had started to hide their children from the invaders. Redolans seemed especially interested in taking children.

“I have no idea. Perhaps as soon as we can find a way to set up labs and research centres underground, make sure we have ample power there, and a way to keep the Redolans from detecting us.” In short: never, Marco thought. “In hindsight it’s stupid that the connection to that other world is severed.”

Shirley looked at her husband. He had gone on about that place so often and so long, she could dream his words like a litany. “It wasn’t our world’s doing, Marco. It was those others who did it. If they existed.”

“They did.” Marco was convinced of that. “We saw the tapes of those two naked, painted people, remember?”

“And we discussed that at length too. The tapes may be fabricated. No one can appear out of thin air just like that and make all the equipment go crazy. You’d have to be a god to pull that off.” Shirley had seen the tapes and she had heard the stories, but she had a hard time believing most of it.

“Maybe they were,” Marco said, knowing where this discussion would go. “Or envoys of the gods.”

“Come on, Marco. Not that again. You can believe in gods all you want, but that doesn’t make them real.” Shirley emptied her glass and got up. “I’m going to sleep. Maybe have a dream about a god or two coming to kick the Redolans off the Earth. Are you coming?”

“Soon,” Marco said, holding up his glass. He looked up at his wife. “I like that dream, though.”

“If you don’t wait too long, we can dream it together.” She leaned over and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Don’t stay up too long.” As she straightened herself, she ran her fingers through his hair.

Marco watched her walk off, dropping her silky robe halfway through the room. She wore nothing beneath it. The scientist looked at his glass. “You lose.”


Chapter 3

“Not good.” Pavel’s face was on the monitor and showed his displeasure with the read-outs. Together with him and Gloria, Elisabeth was trying to find a way to get a new theory for portal transportation to work. So far the theory had proven itself resistant to everything practical they had thrown at it.

“This is not getting us anywhere, is it?” Gloria took a deep breath and stretched her arms over her head. “Having fun yet, Pavel?”

The man in the other community just looked at the women and shook his head once. “More tomorrow.” He didn’t wait for a response. The screen went dark.

“He’s right,” Elisabeth said. “My everything hurts by now. I think we’ve been at this for too long.”

“Indeed.” Cobyo’s voice made both of them look up. “I have been watching you for a while and I can tell you it is very interesting to see you try and stumble, but now it is enough. I have arranged for a nice dinner for us and some guests, so you should come with me. Now.”

Gloria looked at Elisabeth. “We should go. He will come closer and kidnap both of us.”

Elisabeth nodded and switched off their equipment. “More tomorrow,” she repeated Pavel’s words. They followed Cobyo outside and enjoyed the sunshine. Gloria remarked that they should find a way to do their work outside. In the sunlight it all felt so much better.

“You will not attempt such a thing,” Cobyo warned her. “The inside there, unpleasant as it is, will be your place to work. That will teach you not to stay inside too long. If you move your busy things outside, there will not be a quiet moment. All you will do is talk about your work, and be busy with it. I will not have it.” As he talked, they had reached a small square where several people from the community had gathered and prepared something close to a picnic.

“Such a surprise!” Elisabeth hugged Cobyo. “Thank you. This looks like a lot of fun.” Gloria also hugged the man, who was all pink and yellow this day.

“It would be more fun if you two were painted up as well, but you had to run off early in the morning and stay inside,” Cobyo complained. “So I had to be content with designing a new building.”

“A new building?” One of the people at the ‘picnic’ looked surprised. “What are you designing?”

Cobyo smiled. “As you may know, Garly and Stepha are expecting their second child, and their current home is a bit too small for that, so they asked me to design a new house for them. They know what they want and I made some drawings that I showed them. They, I can say, were very pleased. Ah, there they are.” And indeed, Garly, very pregnant, came walking along with her husband Stepha.

“Hello everyone,” they greeted all those present. “Did he already tell you?”

“I did… I am truly sorry,” Cobyo said, looking like a child that was caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “But the design is so nice, and you were so happy about it…”

“We are indeed.” Garly sat down with some difficulty, and gladly accepted a few big pillows for her back. “I’m getting too big for this,” she laughed.

Stepha immediately commented that she was perfect, and that there would be plenty of hands around to help her up again. “And carry you home, if necessary.” That, of course, was cause for laughter and some comments.

Soon everyone had found a comfortable spot on the grass and was enjoying the food that many hands had helped prepare. Talk was light, everyone had a good time, and soon Elisabeth felt relaxed. The tension in her shoulder, that she’d been ignoring since early that morning, vanished rapidly, and she reminded herself to take more breaks. With this new portal project she had fallen into her old Earth habit of working too hard. The fact that Gloria had a similar, according to Cobyo, idiotic concept of work didn’t help.

“Gloria. We should stop working earlier tomorrow.”

Gloria looked at Elisabeth. “Yes. We should.” The two burst out in laughter at the same moment, because they knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“What’s that?” Someone at the picnic party looked and pointed up. Everyone followed his gaze and caught the bright streak that was in the sky.

“Something’s coming down,” another person said. “It’s heading towards the sand.”

Cobyo got up and held a hand over his eyes to block out the sun. “Could that be one of the meteors?” he wondered out loud.

Gloria got up too. “It has to be,” she said. “Leatherbirds and poopers don’t make such bright trails.” By that time everyone was on their feet and watched the line of light. It didn’t take long before they could see the actual rock that was nearing the ground. It was red hot and seemed to pick up speed, the closer it came.

“That is going to…” Cobyo started, when the rock vanished from view. The ground beneath their feet trembled as a result of the impact. “…make a lot of noise.” He was right. There was an insane amount of noise still.

“I don’t know what it hit, but that wasn’t just a sand dune,” someone remarked.

“Do you think it hit the Block?” That question made everyone go silent. The Block was special. Its amazing structure and the symbols on top of it were the pride of the community, because it was unique in the world, as far as anyone had been able to determine. And the sound that had echoed over the sand had definitely not been from a meteorite hitting sand.

“We should go and have a look.” Cobyo looked at Elisabeth and Gloria. “Are you coming with me?” Of course they were. There was no question about that. Most of the picnic visitors also wanted to go see what had happened. Only the very old, and for that reason less agile, left the long trip into the desert to the others.

 

Cobyo led the expedition to the Block. He was considered the authority on the strange phenomenon and he'd been there more than anyone else. Even before they reached the massive stone apparition, he commented that something was different. He pointed out a sand dune that had shifted, and a stream of sand that had not been there before.

 

Elisabeth was impressed with his memory of the desert's previous state and how he could pick up all those changes. Suddenly Cobyo stopped walking and looked around. He seemed confused. Elisabeth asked him if anything was wrong.

 

"Yes. Very wrong. From here you should be able to see the top of the Block..." Again Cobyo scanned around, but found nothing. "This is..." He didn't finish his sentence but walked on, as fast as he could. The rest of the group decided not to try and match his speed; they'd catch up with him eventually.

 

When they did, Cobyo was staring into the distance. There was the Block, but huge parts looked like they had been chopped off by a giant knife or sword. Parts of the top lay scattered over hundreds of feet away.

 

"That meteorite did hit the Block," someone said, stating the obvious.

 

"It's damaged," Cobyo muttered. "Damaged beyond repair."

 

Elisabeth and Gloria both took a hand of the shocked man. Elisabeth knew it was impossible to *repair* something that had been here probably before humans existed. "Is it safe to go closer?" she wondered.

 

"I think so, but..." Cobyo shook his head. "This is no longer the Block. It's a ruin."

 

"It's not, Cobyo," Gloria said, taking a firm stance. "This was bound to happen at some point in history. And now it did. It is the next form of the Block. There is no need to be sad about it, do you hear me?" As she spoke, several others in the group were already walking towards the red stone landmark, which was still impressive despite being *decapitated*. On the way there, they had to walk around several large chunks of the red stone. They called back to be careful as there were many shards of the material all over as well. Sharp shards.
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