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While She Sleeps, Mountains Tremble

	 

	 

	 

	The child looked as much like an angel as anything could, innocence incarnate.

	 Kneeling at her bedside in the role of supplicant, Lyra found doubts swelling within, impossible to suppress. Her transient whispers dissolved unheard into the dark—unless young Dahlia was able to recall anything spoken within range of her ears in slumber.

	"Goodnight, little one." Lyra reached out tentative fingertips, overcoming an inner battle to smooth back a strand of the child's black hair that had fallen across her eyelids. "Do you know how special you are?"

	It always struck her without warning in quiet moments as rare as sunshine on the earth's surface: this was Dahlia, the last human child. There was none else like her.

	Lyra's link vibrated, and she reached behind her left ear. "Yes?"

	"Bring her to Sublevel 3. It's time," Commander Haiden said.

	"Now?" Had Dahlia's mindwipe been rescheduled? 

	"The Spliced are dispatching a trollgre to break her out—"

	"We are more than the match for a single trollgre."

	Haiden paused. "We're letting him take her."

	Lyra froze, lips parting without sound. "But . . . she hasn't been tested. We don't know yet if she can kill—"

	"We must trust her training. Now hurry. I will meet you at the lab."

	Lyra took a breath to steady her nerves. The team owed Commander Haiden their lives, and he was never one to be questioned. Yet she could not help but worry about unforeseen repercussions of sending the child on a mission untested. If they sent Dahlia to her death, the blame would be theirs alone. 

	But if she were victorious—

	Limp and warm, the child barely stirred as Lyra scooped her up and held her close, carrying her to the elevator and down two sublevels to where Haiden and a medic in a blue mask waited. Lyra kissed Dahlia on the forehead as she lowered her onto the exam table. The child was not her daughter; she did not waste precious time pretending to feel a mother's love. But Lyra's chest tightened nonetheless as the medic went to work, connecting cold electrodes to Dahlia's forehead. Thank goodness she was a deep sleeper.

	"How do we know the trollgre has not been sent to kill her?"

	Commander Haiden—a bald, muscular man of fifty—crossed his arms and glanced at her as he supervised the procedure. "The Spliced have a double agent within their ranks. She's told us all we need to know. The child is to be taken straight to the Council's hidden base in the city ruins. Unharmed."

	"And how can we trust this double agent? A spliced one herself, I take it?"

	"She wants what we want: the Council's downfall. There is division among the Spliced. Not all agree with the elders' recent attacks against our compounds." He paused. "Some among our enemy truly desire peace."

	Lyra bit her lip at the irony of it, sending a killing machine to elicit a truce between their two peoples. "If Dahlia fails—"

	"She will succeed." He watched as the medic activated the electrodes, glowing blue against the child's pale skin. "She's been well-trained."

	Haiden was taking an unfathomable risk, balanced on the edge of a blade. On the one side, a devastating blow to the enemy if the child acted on her programming; on the other, a tragedy from which humankind would never recover if they were to lose their only goddess.

	Lyra clenched her jaw. "How can we expect her to be our savior?" She caressed the child's forehead, devoid of a single wrinkle. Holiness defined.

	Images of young Dahlia had been transmitted via wave to every human compound since her birth. In some parts of the world, she had become an object of worship. On a planet where poison rains had rendered the human populace infertile, how could this child not be revered? 

	She was a symbol of hope—that somehow, despite the curse humanity had brought upon itself in an attempt to wipe out the enemy, a child had been born. And she was educated sufficiently to know that when the time came, she would perform her mission for the sake of all humankind: to slay the elders of the Council, spliced ones who held the most power in this post-ZooGen Rebellion world.

	Haiden murmured, "They would never expect this. That we would send her, of all people." He paused, closing his eyes briefly. The weight of the decision pressed heavily upon him. "She will have no memory of her lessons, nor of her trainers. She will not recognize us if she ever sees us again. All she will know is her programming. And to act upon it."

	"If she survives," Lyra added quietly.

	When she had first seen Dahlia, the training team stood at attention in the gym clad in their skintight uniforms, Lyra with her long auburn hair pulled back in a dangling braid. The child had been fascinated by it, unable to break her gaze, one that belonged to a much older soul.

	Commander Haiden had taken her interest as a sign: Lyra was meant to be the child's primary handler. The two had been nearly inseparable ever since, sleeping in separate living quarters but spending every day eating, training, and practicing their combat skills together.

	I could braid yours tomorrow. Would you like that? Lyra blinked back a sting behind her eyes at the memory.

	"She will survive." Haiden's gaze did not leave Dahlia as memories of her life in the compound evaporated from the confines of her fragile skull. "She must."

	 

	 

	After the procedure, Lyra returned the sleeping child to her quarters and hovered in the doorway before pressing the plate beside it. The door slid shut, sealing Dahlia inside. When the Council's mighty trollgre came for her, the child would be waiting for him. A Trojan horse in the guise of a cherub, Dahlia would be taken to the very heart of the enemy.

	Forehead pressed against the door's steel surface, Lyra almost said, Sleep well, little one. You will need your strength. 

	Instead she whispered, "Forgive us."

	




	



	Stone for Brains

	 

	 

	 

	Eyan stripped out of the blood-flecked human skin and watched it dissolve through grills in her shower floor. She closed silver eyes in the stream of cool hydro, gulping down mouthfuls between breaths. Crimson-tainted rivulets drained between her toes as the wallscreen flickered to life.

	"Another failed mission." Elder Arsaelean glowered full-frame.

	Eyan glanced over her shoulder. "The child is well-protected. I couldn't get close."

	Arsaelean growled, fangs flashing. "You care too much for your own welfare!"

	"Self-preservation allows your operatives to fight another day," she replied.

	He ran his gaze down her torso and lingered on the curves of her backside, shining like liquid mercury. "What of their security?" he demanded, stroking his golden mane.

	"Thermo-scans at the perimeter. If not for the skin, I would have been detected immediately."

	Arsaelean nodded. "How long will it take for you to grow more?"

	"You're not sending me back." She faced him.

	He smiled, baring teeth engineered to tear flesh from bone. "After coming so close, it would be a shame not to see this mission through."

	"But I told you—"

	"The lady doth protest too much." A low chuckle.

	She turned away. "Send in a trollgre."

	"Out of the question." Arsaelean clenched his jaw. "Those things have stone for brains."

	"He could break through, take the child before security is able to scramble the necessary firepower."

	"Don't the humans pack explosive rounds?" 

	Eyan turned to look him in the eye. "Trollgres are replaceable."

	 

	 

	Clad in silk leggings, a faux-leather tunic, and boots of the same human-engineered material, Eyan strode across the sheltered yard, scuffing across patches of weeds between cracks in the concrete. She glanced at the southeast tower where an ape-like hybrid manned the heavy artillery. No air assaults had come upon Alcatraz in decades, but Elder Arsaelean always maintained prudence to be the better part of valor. 

	Eyan found the trollgre cutting blocks of stone to reinforce the south wall. These creatures apparently had one purpose in life: masonry. Massive, strong enough to haul boulders out of the earth with their bare hands, they regularly maintained each of the twelve Elders' strongholds. Not slaves, they were free to come and go into the Wild as they pleased. But Arsaelean's wizards had developed a way to keep them close: an elixir which, when taken, rendered their rock-hard exteriors impervious to acid rain for limited intervals. The trollgres could leave, but they would always have to return. 

	"You there." Eyan stopped ten meters from the creature, well beyond his range with a sledgehammer. "Brawnstone, is it?"

	The trollgre half-turned to regard her with a wary eye sunk deep in his stony face.

	"Elder Arsaelean has a job for you." She stood at ease with only a slight tremor in her left knee.

	The trollgre grumbled and turned away.

	"You have been promised a triple dose. Enough to remain outside these walls for a day or more."

	A chuckle thundered forth as he faced her. "Tempting, shapeshifter. But as you can see, I have my work."

	"It can wait. Dahlia, however, cannot."

	The trollgre froze. "The last human child?"

	"Arsaelean asks that you bring her to him."

	"To kill her."

	"Of course not. The humans don't need a martyr. We aim only to steal their hope." She advanced with one hand outstretched, activating a detailed holosphere. "The compound is heavily guarded with thermo-sensors, here along the perimeter. You must break in, capture the child from her cell, and bring her to a safe location deep in the city ruins."

	"I would need a strong dosage even to reach that compound." 

	"It can be arranged. A double dose prior to your mission, and triple once you bring young Dahlia to the Elder. Those are the terms."

	Brawnstone dropped the sledgehammer and approached her, his feet rumbling against the concrete. Eyan retreated, matching him step-for-step, until he halted. Rain drummed across the expanse of sheet metal above them.

	"In that case," he rumbled. "I will go."

	 

	 

	Eyan watched the aerial drone's real-time footage projected on the far wall of her quarters. Lumbering along like a creature from an ancient fairy tale, Brawnstone approached the perimeter of the humans' compound undetected and smashed through the reinforced concrete wall. He disappeared inside, and despite the drone's magnifications, Eyan could see nothing of him for nearly forty seconds. Then he reemerged, holding a white bundle close to his chest, shielding her from the sizzling rain with his arms, protecting her from the humans' weapons fire with his back. The rounds ricocheted off him like pebbles against granite. 
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