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      The news showed a clip of the new office tower growing out of control. Damn. What had gone wrong?

      He checked messages and got Alison on the line.

      “Alison, any news about what’s caused the problem yet?”

      “Jonathon said something went wrong with the tenting process. They’ve discovered the building just kept growing. It didn’t cool down and die like it should have. Then it was cured prematurely, sealing in more heat. The damage has been done. They’ll need to tear it down.”

      “Tear it down! Over my dead body.” His father would approve of that.

      “But there’s something else. Jonathon wouldn’t tell me, just that you need to call him.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Good luck at the meeting,” she said.

      He snorted, amused and switched off the line. The damage had been done all right.

      In the concrete parking garage of Futura Corp, the car pulled up next to the elevator and he got out.

      Why did all these parking garages look the same? He could be anywhere in the world and it would be just another concrete bunker. Ugly and unimaginative.

      He pulled his sleeve up and glanced at the phone. Five minutes before the meeting started.

      “Jonathon Rodriguez,” he spoke into the phone as he entered the elevator, filled with mirrors again, and punched in the floor number, then held his phone up for ID.

      As the elevator moved upwards, a voice came over the phone, “Jonathon here,”

      “Jonathon, it’s Angus. Alison said you wanted to talk to me.”

      “Take me off speaker phone first.”

      “Okay, done,” said Angus, holding his wrist up to his ear.

      “So, she told you the building’s still alive?”

      “Yeah, but you killed it, right?”

      “No. I can’t. It’s really alive. It’s sentient,” said Jonathon.
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      In his dream her face hovered over him, pale.

      Why was he on his back? Had he fallen?

      Angus could feel wind from her white wings, so large they pushed the fog around.

      She wasn’t an angel. He didn’t believe in angels.

      She was an air dancer.

      And he was injured.

      Angus rubbed his face, trying to wake up.

      Finally his brain cooperated, came partially awake. He sat up, the sheets pooling around his waist in the dark room. He’d had the dream. Again.

      Glancing at the clock, he read 6:40 a.m. Five minutes until the alarm went off. He groaned. Better face the damn day.

      Angus moved his legs to the side of the large bed and flung off the soft sheets. He stood, walking to the sink in the corner of his bedroom. The lights came up slowly as he walked across the plushly carpeted room.

      The scent of a cedar woodland was released in the air. Morning birdsong came over the sound system. All of it was supposed to be calming.

      It wasn’t.

      He splashed cold water on his face, trying to wake up his body. His mind was already there.

      He drank a glass of cold water to wash away the taste of sleep.

      The mirror light switched on and the cabinet beside it slid open, the shelf with his razor extended out, offering it to him.

      He quickly ran it over his face, cleaning off the last 24 hours of growth and noting the dark circles beneath his eyes.

      His alarm clicked on with the morning news filling the screens in his bedroom.

      “Off,” he said. “I’m up.”

      The screens went blank and silence filled the room.

      He couldn’t face the news yet.

      He pushed a button and the blinds opened. Light filtered through gray clouds entered the room. He looked out over the city.

      It shimmered in half light of gray morning. Lights were on in all the buildings. Offices were starting up and apartments were being left behind. He lived in the business center of Queen Anne Island. New Seattle.

      Parts of Old Seattle were still visible. The tops of old office towers that hadn’t tumbled in the massive quake, flooded by the rising sea or been torn down by the scrappers. The scrappers lived out in the Bay, in the skeletons of the old buildings. Or floating on boats among them. Along with the homeless and the poor. The entire Bay was an ugly floating slum.

      The other Islands of New Seattle glimmered in the morning. Capital Island, Beacon Island and off the the north, the mainland. Far off to the east sat Bellevue Island. Its offices towered even higher than New Seattle.

      Angus ran his hands over his face. He dreaded the meeting this morning. With his father and the other directors. He’d need to do heavy damage control.

      He preferred to stay in the dream. Find out who she was. She of the delicate features with dove gray eyes and white spiky hair. She who had long arms and legs. And wings of the softest feathers. And a tall, slender body.

      He shook himself back to reality. He couldn’t be late.

      Did it matter? They were going to hang him out to twist in the wind of bad publicity anyway.

      There would be time to wonder about her later.

      He added a touch of tint to his face, which covered up most of the darkness beneath his eyes. Then ran a brush through his curly dark hair and stood in the dry shower for a few minutes until it cycled off.

      Her face hovered in his consciousness as he dressed in the unofficial uniform of Futura Corp. Black shoes, white shirt, blue suit and that damn tie. It was the twenty second century and Earth was still living in the past.

      Angus ate a cinnamon spice breakfast bar with his bitter coffee as he rode the mirrored elevator down to the parking garage to pick up his car. He got into the sleek looking black vehicle and punched in the default destination. Then settled in to watch the morning’s news while the car drove. It was raining out now, covering the windows with water.

      What else was new? It was Seattle after all. Everything here was gray and dreary. Gray buildings, gray sky, gray lives.

      The news showed a clip of the new office tower growing out of control. Damn. What had gone wrong?

      He checked messages and got Alison on the line.

      “Alison, any news about what’s caused the problem yet?”

      “Jonathon said something went wrong with the tenting process. They’ve discovered the building just kept growing. It didn’t cool down and die like it should have. Then it was cured prematurely, sealing in more heat. The damage has been done. They’ll need to tear it down.”

      “Tear it down! Over my dead body.” His father would approve of that.

      “But there’s something else. Jonathon wouldn’t tell me, just that you need to call him.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Good luck at the meeting,” she said.

      He snorted, amused and switched off the line. The damage had been done all right.

      In the concrete parking garage of Futura Corp, the car pulled up next to the elevator and he got out.

      Why did all these parking garages look the same? He could be anywhere in the world and it would be just another concrete bunker. Ugly and unimaginative.

      He pulled his sleeve up and glanced at the phone. Five minutes before the meeting started.

      “Jonathon Rodriguez,” he spoke into the phone as he entered the elevator, filled with mirrors again, and punched in the floor number, then held his phone up for ID.

      As the elevator moved upwards, a voice came over the phone, “Jonathon here,”

      “Jonathon, it’s Angus. Alison said you wanted to talk to me.”

      “Take me off speaker phone first.”

      “Okay, done,” said Angus, holding his wrist up to his ear.

      “So, she told you the building’s still alive?”

      “Yeah, but you killed it, right?”

      “No. I can’t. It’s really alive. It’s sentient,” said Jonathon.

      “What?”

      “It’s sentient. It’s not just some dumb plant, like the ones that line your office windows.”

      “How is that possible?” asked Angus, his chest tightening.

      “I don’t know.”

      “How do you know it’s sentient?”

      “The growth that’s happening, it’s not just random. It’s creating a building like we’ve never seen. And it’s doing it with intelligence. I don’t know how to explain it, but you’ve got to come to the site.”

      “That’s it?” asked Angus. “That it’s got a plan?”

      “It’s also learning. If that’s not intelligence, I don’t know what is.”

      Angus sighed, exasperated.

      “I’ll try to make it after the meeting.”

      “I wouldn’t mention this at the meeting.”

      “Why?”

      “I think you should come look first. I don’t think we want to get boardroom politics involved in this. Not yet. This is important. I can’t put enough emphasis on that. This has never happened before. Ever. It could be the breakthrough we’ve been searching for?”

      “Seriously, you think an out of control building is a good thing?” asked Angus, as the elevator stopped and the doors opened.

      He walked out into the corridor, towards the meeting room.

      “Just come to the site. I’ll be here. No chance I’m leaving. Too much going on here.”

      “Okay, well I’m here. I’ll talk to you later,” said Angus.

      The others were already there, getting coffee and pastries, finding their seats. He was late, having missed the pre-meeting socializing. Something he’d always prided himself on. Keeping up on people’s lives. Mingling was important for management.

      The silence that descended on the room told him they’d been talking about him. He tried to ignore the discomfort, but this morning it wasn’t coming easily.

      Angus nodded and said, “Good morning.”

      “Good morning,” echoed several voices.

      Then he picked up a mug, poured coffee from the dispenser and put a scone on a plate. He grabbed a napkin and took his seat.

      The scone was blueberry and the buttery pastry nearly melted in his mouth.

      Angus ignored the chitchat about the previous weekend and weighed his options. Should he keep quiet about this newest development? Or speak up, using it as a promise of things to come?

      Jonathon had a distrust of all politics and his advice needed to be tempered with that in mind. But he’d stressed the importance of silence about what was happening. And Angus didn’t really know what was happening, so he couldn’t extrapolate on the possibilities.

      Well, he’d just have to wing it and see what needed to be said today.

      His father and Jenna, his father’s assistant, came in. His father wore the same suit as everyone else, but with a gold lapel pin. A pin he’d gotten from his father as a thank you for serving the company. One Angus wasn’t likely to inherit.

      Everyone was there now.

      Twelve people Angus needed to convince this wasn’t a total disaster.
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      Caer stood at the barre, stretching her long legs. The massive, airy room with a three story ceiling felt cold this morning, even through her drab colored warm up clothes, layers of leotards, tights, wraps and ballet shoes. Her hair pulled tight into a bun.

      The room was empty. No one else was there yet. She liked being first. It made her feel powerful and more dedicated than anyone else. Better than the others.

      Dawn spilled in through the huge wall of windows that she could see out of, but no one could see in. The company demanded privacy in their rehearsal space.

      She could feel the tension in her calves and breathed into the knots, trying to release them. Willing her body to let go of the world and give itself over to the music running through her mind. To let go of the Earth and do what it had been born to do.

      She extended each huge wing, stretching it to the extreme, feeling the muscles tighten and then relax.

      Unlike the other members of the troupe, she’d been born with wings and thinned, elongated bones. She’d still had the painful injections to strengthen her bones, but her wings had come out of the womb with her. The others’ wings were grafted on. And their bones lengthened and thinned by many hours under the knife and all the drugs they’d been required to take, which had awful side affects.

      She heard scuffling behind her and gazed into the mirrored wall in front of her.

      Margaux was here. She was the head of the company, which meant this was an important rehearsal. She wore royal blue to match the blue feathers in her wings. And her hair was permanently dyed blue. During performances she used to dye her skin blue as well.

      Sonya was the choreographer for this piece. Margaux wasn’t normally here.

      Caer continued to stretch out as the other dancers filed in. No one spoke, they concentrated on their own bodies.

      All except Margaux, who watched everything. She made Caer nervous. Caer knew the woman missed nothing.

      She was still an extraordinary dancer, one of the first generation of fliers, but her grafts failed several years ago. She couldn’t fly like she used to. Her wings were little more than cosmetic now.

      Margaux had been unable to qualify for new ones. The government sold the program to the Bacchus Corp. Now they had stricter qualifications to get in and the process cost a fortune. Margaux was too old to qualify.

      Soon, the dancers wouldn’t need the whole process any more. Caer was just the first of the babies born with wings. There were already six more, the oldest was five years behind her. But there would be more. Their little company would grow organically now, not surgically.

      Hands clapped. She turned to see Sonya in the middle of the floor.

      Sonya wore red, as usual. To match her red wings and permanently dyed hair.

      “Attention Dancers.  Before we start, I’d like to make a change for today. We will not be using trails today. But we’ll do the full ballet but without props. After Margaux makes an announcement.” She gracefully moved her arm as a gesture to invite Margaux to speak.

      Margaux moved to the center of the room, every movement poetry. Caer could have watched the woman do anything. She certainly wasn’t slowed down by her pain.

      “Hello everyone,” said Margaux, in a deep smoky voice.

      The room was absolutely silent, Margaux held everyone’s complete attention.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your rehearsal time, but I thought you’d want to know. We’ve had a request to add an additional performance to our schedule. A one off for the Spears Corporation. They’re our most reliable donor and cover forty percent of our operating costs, so we’re talking about a huge chunk of money. It’s part of their stockholder’s meeting. If we accept their request, it will mean a week with no rest day. It will be a full performance and in one of their buildings. They have security concerns, of course. But that means extra rehearsal time for us to cram into our busy schedule. I don’t see how we can say no and expect them to continue their financial support. But, I wanted to ask all of you if we could make it work? You’re the ones who will be most impacted.” She cocked her head as if asking for comments.

      “Can we cancel another performance?” asked Tanyth.

      “No, all sold out,” said Margaux.

      “We’ll need more backups,” said Colin. “We’ll have injuries.”

      “We can pull from the classes. Have those who are qualified be understudies. So we have extras,” said Margaux.

      “I don’t see that we have any choice,” said John. He was the oldest dancer still performing. He was also Caer’s father, although they weren’t close, he was very protective of her. “We’ve struggled for years to get funded. It’s been a hard road. We can’t let it slip out of our grip now.”

      Margaux nodded her head in agreement.

      “Does anyone object to doing this?” asked Margaux.

      No one raised their hand.

      “Okay then, I’ll begin drawing up an understudy schedule. Some of you may have to add in an additional part to learn. I’ll try to get it posted by the end of the day.”

      Margaux nodded to Sonya that she was finished and left the center of the room. She took the quick lift to the top level to watch the rehearsal.

      The quick lift was little more than an open metal platform with a handhold which operated on an electronic pulley system. It worked silently, normally used by dancers to take them, unseen, to their starting places on different levels of the building.

      “Okay everyone, get to your places. We’re starting at the top of Act II.”

      Caer stripped her leggings and extra sweater off, tossing them in a corner. She flew to the top western corner of the room and grabbed a hook in the ceiling, her feet on the wall, bracing herself, waiting for the music to begin. Excitement pulsed through her. She loved this part of the ballet.

      She hung there, excitement building in her. She breathed deeply, forcing herself to relax and focus.

      The music started up slowly. This was a new ballet, created last year, and the music seemed to be a collision between Debussy, new age swirliness and retro-metal. It was filled with drama almost to the point of passing as opera, but without the singing.

      Perfect for Air Dancing.

      Jeanie began her descent, a slow dive into the room, spinning until she reached center. Then she leveled off as the violins increased and hovered in one place, flapping and as she began to act out the despair in her heart at the loss of her family. The war had taken them from her.

      Then came the drums and the gray men, all ten of them flew to the center of the room, circling in a precise, military style. They would look identical in their costumes. Now only one of them was gray, the others would have to dye themselves for the weeks of performances. Their short, muscular wings were perfect for this type of movement. They didn’t get tangled up with each other.

      Jeanie fluttered to the side of the room, attaching herself to a corner, hiding, her wings curling around herself, her back to the center.

      John flew into the middle of the gray men. He would be black. The commander, he gave orders for them to move out. Their circle widened to the edges of the room, where their wings would create a wind moving across the audiences’ faces on that level, before the gray men flew offstage.

      John remained behind, hiding in another corner, watching for just a few moments, then flew out himself.

      Jeanie flew to the center again and was comforted by several other women, all of them having lost people in the war.

      Caer would be in white. She twirled through the air, joined by Trina, dressed all in black. They swirled around each other far above the other women, long wingtips brushing. That closeness always sent a rush of fear through Caer. A broken wing and she’d fall and break too. Then they joined, Trina wrapping her arms around Caer’s waist, their wings beating in tandem.

      Caer and Trina flew from the heights as the music rose again. Their wings expanded to full width and they seemingly floating down from the heavens. The avenging angels. They comforted Jeanie and promised revenge for her losses and for the other women as well.

      The other women left and Caer and Trina stayed with Jeanie, showing her how to flirt. Down below them flew a lone gray man. This one younger and more heroic than the others. A darker gray, but not yet black like the commander. Colin was alone. Spinning in circles, practicing maneuvers and contemplating.

      They sent Jeanie, all in blush pink, to run into him, accidentally, while they hovered in a corner.

      Jeanie and Colin met. She flirted, he fell in love with her. She led him on, or did she?

      Was she falling in love as well? They made plans to meet later that night and exited.

      Then Caer and Trina danced, moving around the entire performance space, claiming it, diving in and out around each other. Caer had to move fast to keep up with Trina’s quick movements. Her shorter wings made her more agile. Caer balanced that with her superior strength and grace. Caer moved as if deciding the bargain wouldn’t work, Trina chasing her, wanting her power. They ended up entwined again and left the stage.

      Off stage Caer stood on the third level, panting. Catching her breath. This role was the most challenging thing she’d done yet. She’d only been a full member of the company for two years. And most of her time onstage had been an ensemble member, not a principal dancer. Her wings just hadn’t been strong enough, she’d been too young. And she hadn’t fit in as an ensemble member. Her wings were too long, ostentatious and fluffy. But now they were stronger, at least.

      Trina was panting too, although she regained her breath control faster. Her short wings had always fit into the ensemble and she’d gotten onstage more often. She was a year or two ahead of Caer, even though she’d never be as showy.

      Their next entrance was on Level 5. Caer followed Trina up the back stairs, leaving the quick lift for those who had less time between exits and entrances. They perched on the edge of the stage watching the other dancers below.

      A battle roared on Levels 1 and 3. Thirty gray and red dancers fought with blunted swords. Caer marveled at the dancers’ agility. They had to execute the choreography perfectly to avoid getting hit my a sword. Looking down from this level was the best. The patterns the dancers wove was extraordinary. She could feel the pain and anguish. During the performance they would have packets of fake blood beneath their costumes that could be punctured. Which would of course drip down on dancers below, but also spray on the audience from the wind caused by wings. Audiences were given damp towels and were warned not to dress up for this ballet. Emphasizing the ugliness of war was part of the point.

      In the center on Level 2, Gregor and John, the two commanders were locked in a struggle. They were swordless and wrestling.

      Holding onto each other, scarlet and black, perfectly balanced and pushing out from the other, wings pounding the air. The other dancers stayed a level away. Their pummeling wings creating a wind that Gregor and John would have had to fight against. The two battled for what seemed like an eternity, until John finally choked Gregor into unconsciousness. He let himself fall. Caught by the reds fighting below.

      The black and grays did a victory lap around the upper levels and exited. The reds carried their downed leader around the blood stained lower levels and mourned.

      Act I ended.

      Caer leaned back and let out her breath. The actual performance couldn’t get much better than this. It would have costumes and lighting and the dancers would use emissions, colored vapor trails, but the basic performance was thrilling. There would also be effect-aroma working along with the ballet. She felt honored to be a part of this company.

      Trina stood and said, “C’mon, time to stretch out.”

      Caer stood and in the cramped space stretched her wings. There would be a 15 minute intermission during the performance, but not now.

      They’d just finished stretching when the Act II music started up. Caer wrapped her arms around Trina’s waist and they dove. Now it was her turn to have complete trust. Darkness was in charge now. All she could do was follow.
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