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Arrival

Sparks flared up from the console in front of Drilora, hitting zer in the face. Zer fur caught on fire in places, and ze felt it burning. But ze was too busy keeping zer ship from slamming into the krylonian ship next to it. Drilora kept zer eye locked on that other ship, even as ze swatted away at the small fires burning in zer fur. The targeting computer couldn’t get a lock on the other ship, with both ships circling around each other. Another rocket launched out of the krylonian ship, and Drilora pulled up on zer controls, desperately trying to get out of the line of fire. Only ze was certain that the krylonian already had a lock on zer ship.

“Screw it,” Drilora said. Or, at least, a reasonable facsimile. Drilora didn’t speak English. Ze spoke Uvvelian, the only language that ever emerged on zer homeworld of Uvvelia. Drilora was already further from Uvvelia than any other uvvelian had ever gone before. And ze was about to go much further than that.

With the rocket coming closer to Drilora’s ship, shown as little more than a blip on the scope in front of zer, Drilora reached over to the controls next to zer. The device those controls were connected to was something that the uvvelians had stolen off of a downed krylonian ship. The scientists were certain that it had to do with how the krylonians got to their sector of space to begin with, some method of faster than light travel. Drilora had been out on a test flight for the device when the krylonian ship attacked zer. So, Drilora figured that it was time to test the device.

The scope was giving off a low beeping sound, the speed of which was increasing as the rocket came closer. There was no time like the present, so Drilora hit the switch, not really knowing what the device would do. All ze knew was that it was zer only chance to get away from the krylonian ship. Away from the rocket that was just seconds away from hitting zer.

Once the switch was flipped, Drilora looked back to the main display, searching for signs of what the device did. At first, it didn’t look like it did much of anything. The space in front of zer ship was as dark and empty as it usually was when there wasn’t a ship shooting at zer. But then, ze noticed an odd distortion out there. Something that was making the stars behind it fluctuate in a strange way. Drilora didn’t have time to wonder at what that was, what could have caused that sight. The beeping was only getting faster.

Before Drilora could do much of anything, though, the rocket slammed into the back of zer ship, knocking it forward and into that distortion. Drilora’s stomachs, of which ze had three, all clenched at once, which was the reaction that uvvelians had to sudden, extreme motion. Drilora’s ship started to shake, and ze thought for sure that ze was about to die. That the rocket had caused a chain reaction that would soon destroy zer ship. But then, the shaking stopped, and a strange blue planet came into view in front of zer.

Alarms were ringing all over the cockpit, lights flashing to tell Drilora about all the damage that the rocket had done. The rocket, and travel through that strange distortion. Without knowing what the distortion was, or how it worked, Drilora had no idea where ze was. What world that blue planet was, or if ze could even survive down there. After a few seconds of zer just staring at that strange planet, it slid out of view.

Once Drilora was no longer captivated by that sight, ze looked around at the instruments in front of zer. The planet was still on the scope, spinning around the ship. Or, more accurately, the ship was spinning around under the force of the impact from the rocket. The distortion soon came into view again as the ship came back around to point back at it.

Just in time for Drilora to see the krylonian ship coming through it.

“Mud water,” Drilora said, a Uvvelian saying that was more akin to “well, crap.” Ze shook zer head in defeat, staring at that other ship coming zer way. The damage readout showed that the targeting computer was off. There was no way for zer to lock onto the krylonian ship. All ze could do was fire blindly into the space between them.

So, ze did just that, grabbing onto the stick and pressing the fire button again and again. As the ship spun in space, the laser cannons fired off several shots. Most of them went wide, as expected. But as Drilora’s ship continued to spin, ze kept firing.

The krylonian ship turned toward Drilora’s ship, and ze had no doubt that it was lining up another shot. That the next rocket would end Drilora. Ze could even see the rocket that ze thought for sure would be the one to hit, right under the left wing of the krylonian ship.

Right where the next rounds from zer laser cannons hit.

The rocket exploded when the laser fire hit it, while it was still connected to the wing. The krylonian ship started its own spin under the force of the blast, and it seemed like it was no longer capable of lining up its next shot. That maybe, just maybe, Drilora might be able to make it out of there alive.

As the krylonian ship slipped out of view once more, Drilora turned to the rest of zer instruments, trying to make sense of all the damage reports that were coming up. It was immediately clear that the control thrusters were damaged, which explained the spin and why ze couldn’t stop it. There was no signal from home base anymore, though ze had no idea if that was because of travel through the distortion or if the communication systems were damaged. The computers seemed to think the former, as that system wasn’t listed among the damaged systems. But what worried Drilora the most was when ze noticed that the main thrusters were offline, perhaps even destroyed.

And that the blue planet was starting to get awfully close on the scope.

Drilora turned off the alarms one by one, as ze acknowledged each of the alerts that they were connected to. There was a blue light that continued to flash in the cockpit, replacing the sounds. It would continue until Drilora repaired the systems, or the ship lost power, whichever came first. As the blue planet came into view again, with flames forming around the main display, Drilora figured that a complete destruction of zer ship would cause that loss of power.

With no control thrusters, and no main thrusters, there wasn’t much that Drilora could do as the ship came into the atmosphere of the planet. One system that seemed completely functional is the science system, which Drilora was the least familiar with. Another display came up on the console in front of zer, showing that the atmosphere of the planet would at least be breathable, though uncomfortable. That was little consolation to zer as ze came in for a crash landing.

Ze kept turning off systems as the ship continued to fall through the atmosphere, desperate to get as much power as ze could to the last system that might still save zer. The retrorockets wouldn’t be much help if the ship was pointed in the wrong direction when ze fired them off, but the ship was still tumbling as it fell through the atmosphere. As long as the timing was right when ze fired them off, the crash could at least be survivable. That was the best that Drilora could hope for at that point.

However, as the sky came back into view, so too did the krylonian ship. It seemed like the other ship was on the same tragic trajectory, and likely to crash not too far off from where Drilora would.

Just as the krylonian ship fell out of view once more, the proximity sensors sounded. Drilora knew that the ground was too close, that ze needed to fire the retrorockets if ze wanted to survive the crash, no matter which way the ship was pointed. Without being able to control the ship, all that Drilora could do was compensate with the rockets. Ze had to guess, which ze always hated to do.

Drilora hit the aft rockets first, hoping that they would turn the ship so that the retrorockets were pointed down. Zer stomachs clenched once more under the force, but ze ignored it as ze hit the forward rockets. As the ship’s fall slowed, Drilora got zer first view of the area that ze was crashing in. There were large trees visible in the distance, but the area around the ship was mostly grass. Strange creatures were standing there, staring up at the ship. The science system quickly classified those creatures, giving them a long, drawn out, purely scientific name. Drilora abbreviated the scientific name automatically, calling them pips. It would be a few days before Drilora heard the word human.

The ship gave an odd lurch as it crashed down. Another round of sparks flew up from the main console as several fires popped up all around the cockpit. But with the krylonian ship coming at zer, Drilora didn’t have the time to worry about such things. Ze just grabbed the emergency supplies pack that was stashed beneath the console before punching up at the main display. Three punches had the display popping out, giving Drilora a clear path out to the alien planet.

Drilora quickly jumped down from the ship, landing on the grass. Ze could feel the difference in the gravity between that world and Uvvelia. It was so much lighter there, and Drilora knew that ze would be hopping around more than walking most of the time. But it was solid ground beneath zer feet for the first time since leaving the homeworld, and it would do just fine as a place to stand against the krylonian coming down.

However, before Drilora could pull the blaster out of zer supply pack, the pips jumped up in front of zer, brandishing long, metal weapons that looked like something that the uvvelians had used a few centuries earlier. With how they were pointing them at Drilora, it was clear that they were some kind of weapons. That they meant Drilora harm if ze made any move that they thought of as a threat.

“No, not me,” Drilora said. “Them.” Ze pointed up at the other ship, but the pips all kept glaring at Drilora. That was one mistake that Drilora hoped the pips would live to regret. Otherwise, they wouldn’t live at all.

The krylonian ship’s own retrorockets popped off, bringing the ship down into a much more controlled landing. A few of the pips turned to that other ship, but their weapons stayed locked on Drilora. For a moment, Drilora thought that maybe the weapons had some kind of targeting system on them and that they needed to decouple zer as a target. But then, one of them quickly swung their weapon over to the other ship.

“Yes, finally,” Drilora said, pointing toward the krylonian ship. “That’s the one you need to be worried about.”

Once the krylonian ship landed, the canopy on the cockpit quickly flipped up, and the krylonian hopped out. It already had a blaster in its hand, pointing around at the pips. The krylonians were not much to look at, just as tall as the uvvelians, with long snouts, and a thick carapace instead of fur. Drilora often thought that the krylonians had started the war simply because they were jealous about how much more attractive the uvvelians were than them. But when you’re staring down the barrel of a blaster, such things as looks don’t matter too much.

At the sight of that blaster, all the pips turned their weapons on the krylonian. But it was already too late. The krylonian opened fire, killing three pips in seconds. Drilora quickly reached into zer bag, pulling out zer own blaster. Three more pips went down before Drilora managed to get a shot off, hitting the krylonian straight in the chest. The krylonian remained standing, turning its blaster toward Drilora. Ze let off three more shots, each one slamming the krylonian’s chest, right next to the first shot. Drilora had always been an excellent shot.

After the fourth shot, the krylonian let out an odd shriek. Its empty hand went to its chest as it dropped to its knees. Its eyes stayed locked on Drilora as the life seemed to fade from it. Drilora got off two more shots at the krylonian as it fell over, lying there on the ground, right next to the bodies of the pips.

And then, of course, the few pips that were still standing turned their weapons back at Drilora.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Two
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Five Years Later

“Come along,” Cecilia’s father shouted at her, waving her forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Ha,” Cecilia scoffed. She knew what her father meant by “get this over with.” He was planning to dump her on the doorstep of the tower and leave her there. She had no interest in making it easier on him.

“Come along,” Cecilia’s father said again.

Cecilia’s father kept pushing against the tall grass around them as they came out into the space in front of the tower door. Only once they were there did Cecilia see a similarly trod path back to the parking lot next to theirs, one that they had missed when leaving the lot. A sign was hanging on the door that had some kind of alien script on it. Below the script were the words again in English, as well as Spanish, French, and Cantonese. “Go away.” It was a simple message, one that Cecilia wanted nothing more than to follow. Her father had already made it clear that she had no choice in the matter. She hoped that he would let the alien have a say, but she doubted that would happen either.

Cecilia’s father stood there in front of the door for a moment, looking around at it. It took Cecilia a moment to realize that he was looking for a doorbell. A doorbell that obviously wasn’t there. After all, just how welcome would visitors be at a tower with such a sign? Why have a doorbell at all when you don’t want anyone there? He seemed to figure that out himself soon enough, as he started to bang on the door loudly.

“Maybe it won’t hear you,” Cecilia muttered, low enough that her father might not hear over his banging. But he glared over at her just the same, making it clear that he had.

After a minute of banging on the door, Cecilia’s father switched hands, shaking out his tired right one as he continued with his left. As he banged away at the door, Cecilia looked around at the tower. The place had been built soon after the creature arrived there, in the very spot that the ships had crashed down. It had once been a public park, though no one wanted to go there anymore. Not after what had happened.

Some said that over a hundred people died in that very spot, and were buried beneath the tower. Cecilia had been twelve at the time, and everyone in her school insisted that the place was haunted. As she looked around at the tower, this five story structure of brick and glass, the place didn’t feel haunted to her. However, the known occupant of the place was said to be scary enough.

“What?” someone finally shouted from the other side of the door.

Despite what everyone in town always said about the alien, that one word came out in perfect English, in a clear alto over the sound of Cecilia’s father’s pounding. However, he didn’t stop in his insistent knocking, only switching back to his right hand as he continued to pound away.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” the voice came again.

There was a loud thud coming from the door, and Cecilia’s father finally stopped bashing on it. He took two steps away from the door, coming to stand next to Cecilia. His arm went around her shoulders, pulling her close to his side, as the two of them looked at the huge doors in front of them. The sounds from the doors quickly stopped, though, silence filling the area once more.

“Uh...” Cecilia’s father said, before jumping forward, his hand already up to knock on the door once more. Before he could swing the first knock, though, the door let out another thud, slowly turning inward.

“What do you want?” came a voice through the smallest of cracks in the door. The words were repeated, first in Spanish, then French, then Cantonese, then Portuguese, then some language that Cecilia had never heard before.

“Uh, what?” Cecilia’s father said, once that steady flow of questions ended. “Oh, right, sorry.”

“Yes, you should be sorry,” the voice said. “Goodbye.”

“Wait, no, I,” Cecilia’s father called out. He rushed forward before the door could close, sticking his foot in the crack there. “Please, I... I must speak with... with the hero.”

“No heroes here,” the voice said. “Goodbye.”

“Please, it... It is a matter of life and death,” Cecilia’s father insisted.

Cecilia just rolled her eyes at that, knowing full well that her father was full of crap. That he would say anything to be rid of her, pawning her off on this creature. A creature that no one saw outside of the amazing work that it did for the city. Even as they stood there on its doorstep, with the door open just enough for it to peek out, Cecilia couldn’t see anything of it.

An odd sound came from the door before it slipped open further. Cecilia shifted to her right, trying to see through that crack, but there wasn’t enough light coming through it for her to make out anything. All she could see was the same darkness as before.

“What is the problem?” the creature asked. There was an odd tone in its voice, making the words come off with something of an accent, though they were still clear enough for her to understand.

“It’s... It’s my daughter,” Cecilia’s father said. He waved behind him toward Cecilia. “Her name is Cecilia.”

“Hello, Cecilia,” the creature said, in that same tone. “You don’t look like you’re dying.”

“Oh, I’m not,” Cecilia said, nodding her agreement. “Thank you.” She stood there awkwardly, feeling like she should curtsey or something, though she had never curtseyed before in her life.

“Yes, thank you,” Cecilia’s father said. “You saved her just two days ago. If it weren’t for your actions, she would have died in that fire.”

“Well, then, you’re welcome,” the creature said, though the tone of its voice still hadn’t changed. “Now, go away.”

“No, no, wait, please,” Cecilia’s father said. “You-you don’t understand.”

“What don’t I understand?” the creature asked. The door opened a bit more, and a single sliver of light passed through. Cecilia could make out a patch of brown in that light, but not much else. “There was a fire. Your daughter was in it. She’s safe now, thanks to me. It is my job, nothing more. If she is experiencing continued issues, she should seek medical attention. I am not a doctor.”

“No, please,” Cecilia’s father said. “You don’t understand. It’s... It’s my culture.”

Several words streamed out through that crack, none of them familiar to Cecilia. It was then that she realized the creature was talking in its native language. That as its annoyance at her father increased, it resorted to that language to curse at him in a way that he wouldn’t understand. Her own father had a habit of doing that, swearing in Catalan.

“Fine, fine,” the creature said, eventually. “Explain it like you would a child. Perhaps I could keep up. Then, you can finally go away.”

“In our culture, when one saves another’s life, they owe you a life debt,” Cecilia’s father said, slowly. “You saved Cecilia’s life, and therefore, she owes you a life debt.”

“Ugh, a life debt? Really?” the creature asked. “Fine. You’re forgiven of this life debt. Go in peace.”

“Oh, I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that,” Cecilia’s father said.

“Ah, if only,” Cecilia muttered. But then, she knew very little of this whole life debt stuff. It wasn’t something that her father had taught her growing up. The first time that she had heard anything about it was when she was rescued from the fire. She had a feeling that he was only insisting on it because it was a way to get rid of her, something that he had made clear he wanted since long before the fire.

“What would I even want with a life debt?” the creature asked.

“It’s not something to give,” Cecilia’s father said, as if he really thought the creature so stupid. “Cecilia is to stay with you until such time as she has fulfilled the debt.”

“And who determines that?” the creature asked, getting to the heart of Cecilia’s issue exactly. “You? Cecilia? Some weird god thing that you creatures have made up to explain away the unexplainable? Even though you’ve already explained most of that stuff anyway.”

“She must save your life,” Cecilia’s father insisted. “Or in some way makes your life better that saving hers is worth it to you.”

“Oh, well, in that case,” the creature said. The door opened just a bit more, and an eye appeared. The eye was a dark black, against the brown fur around it, but with how high up it was and how it was pointed straight at them, Cecilia was relatively certain that it was an eye. “The two of you leaving me alone would definitely make my life better. I invite you both to do just that.”

Cecilia snickered at the comment, her hand going to her mouth to keep a larger laugh from escaping. Her father glanced over his shoulder at her, leveling his glare on her for a moment, before turning back to the door. Slowly, he shook his head at the creature, making it clear that he would not be dismissed so easily.

“I’m sorry, but that’s insufficient,” he said. “I’m sure there is something that she can do around your tower that could be of help to you.”

“Oh?” the creature asked. “Does she know how to recalibrate a plasma cannon? Does she know how to repair an ion drive? Does she know how to program a slip drive navigation system?”

“No,” Cecilia said, shaking her head. “I know how to cook, though.”

“As do I,” the creature said. “I’m not some... human male who thinks such things beneath them.”

“She... She could be your apprentice,” Cecilia’s father said.

“My apprentice?” the creature asked. “In what way? She’s already said that she knows nothing about the technology that I need to get off this planet.”

“No, not for your ship,” Cecilia’s father said, waving off its words. “For your superheroing. She has a superpower herself, you know.”

“Ha, right,” the creature said. “Humans don’t have... superpowers.” That tone returned to its voice, making it clear just how it felt about that word. About calling what it can do a superpower. It was just what the creature was naturally capable of, as all of its species would be.

“I uh... I do actually have a superpower,” Cecilia admitted, reluctantly. “Something that only I can do, rather than what all humans can.”

“Oh?” the creature asked. “And what is that?”

“Being underestimated,” Cecilia said.

Silence fell between the three of them for a moment, that eye staying locked on Cecilia from behind the door. Slowly, an odd sound started to come from the door, getting louder by the second.

“Being underestimated?” the creature said. “That’s.... That’s not a superpower.”

“It is the way I do it,” Cecilia muttered.

Cecilia didn’t like being laughed at, but it was clear that that was what the creature was doing. That it was laughing at her, at her thought that her being underestimated could be a superpower. Clearly, it had never thought of such a thing.

“Fine, fine,” the creature said, finally. “Impress me with your superpower.” 

The door opened a bit further, and Cecilia could make out more of the creature’s face. It wasn’t often that anyone captured the creature in an image or video, and it was never clear. There were more images of Big Foot out there than of that creature. And as Cecilia stared up at it, she realized why.

The creature was close to seven feet, with a single black eye in the center of its face. There was no sign of a nose anywhere, with a mouth just below that eye. Its entire body was covered with brown fur, and it wore no clothes that could be seen over it. Given how they were intruding on the creature’s privacy, Cecilia wasn’t sure if that was normal for it or if it just hadn’t gotten dressed to answer the door. All in all, it was quite ugly by human standards, though Cecilia figured that she shouldn’t judge it by them. That its own society would have a different opinion on the matter.

“It... Uh... It doesn’t work that way,” Cecilia said. She glanced away from the creature and over to her father, hoping that he would change his mind and let her come home. He just stood there, staring up at the creature, his eyes wide and his mouth half open.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” the creature said. “Go away,” it shouted, before slamming the door in their face. With Cecilia’s father stunned by the appearance of the creature and his foot no longer in the doorway, there was nothing stopping the door from closing.
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On the Tower's Doorstep

“Well, that’s that, I guess,” Cecilia said. She looked back at her father, trying desperately not to smile. Trying not to show just how happy she was that they couldn’t get her inside the tower. But from the look on her father’s face, it was clear that he wasn’t satisfied. That they weren’t done there. That Cecilia wasn’t about to head home.

“You could have tried harder back there,” Cecilia’s father said, pointing back at the door behind her. “You know how important this is to me. To our people. You’re not to leave here until you’ve accomplished what we came here to do. Understood?”

His glare stayed locked on Cecilia, making it clear just how serious he was. But Cecilia already knew that; he was a serious man. He never had any tolerance for joking around or play. Even before Cecilia’s mother died seven years earlier, she remembered how gruff the man always was, though it got so much worse when the creature arrived. And there he was, pushing her off on the creature, just to get rid of her.

“Yes, father,” Cecilia said. She turned her eyes to the ground between them, not wanting to see that look. Not wanting that glare to bore into her soul like it did so often to others in their community.

“Good,” Cecilia’s father said. “Now, stay here. I’ll go get your bags.”

“But...” Cecilia started, her eyes flicking back up to her father. However, he was already heading back to their car.

As Cecilia watched her father heading back through their path in the tall grass, she looked around at the park. Most of it remained intact, though the grass had grown tall throughout it. The park had been tended to in those first few months after the creature arrived there, but that had stopped soon after. From the welcome that she had gotten from the creature, Cecilia figured that was related to it.

The park was at the edge of the city, the looming towers visible over the trees in the distance. Behind Cecilia, behind the tower, the trees hid the ocean beyond them. With the tower looming tall overhead, Cecilia had the sense that it would have a beautiful view of the water out there. And with her father abandoning her there, she wondered if she might soon see that view.

As Cecilia waited there, she looked up at the tower, her eyes tracing the walls as they disappeared overhead. The tower was simple, having been erected over the span of a couple months. The base of it had been built around the initial containment building that had been put up that very first day after the creature arrived. The tower was supposed to be five stories tall, but as Cecilia looked up at it, it looked more like ten to her. However, with the gray stone matching the clouds above, it was hard to tell where the tower ended.

Cecilia’s father was back soon enough, depositing the two suitcases next to her. They had once belonged to her mother, some of the few remaining items that they still had of hers. Cecilia’s father wasn’t one for sentimentality, though Cecilia had managed to rescue the suitcases from the trash. If she had known what she would be using them for, she might not have bothered.

“Is that everything?” Cecilia’s father asked, sounding almost like he cared. It was clear to Cecilia that he didn’t.

“Everything I brought with me,” Cecilia said. There were several things that she had been forced to leave behind, like her friends. Her DVD collection. What books that she couldn’t fit in the suitcases around her clothes. From how the creature had been noticeably naked before, she had a feeling that those were going to be the only clothes available to her until her time in that tower was over. A time that had no scheduled end to it, if it ever truly started at all.

“Good, good,” Cecilia’s father said, nodding. “Then, I’ll leave you to it. Goodbye, Cici.” Cecilia flinched away from that nickname, never much liking it, but her father seemed oblivious to her reaction. Or, perhaps, he just didn’t care.

“Goodbye, father,” Cecilia said, simply. Neither of them moved to hug the other; Cecilia knew that her father wouldn’t respond even if she tried, slipping out of her grip. With one last nod, Cecilia’s father turned around, heading back to the car.

Cecilia stood there quietly, watching as her father drove away from the tower. The road led off to the left, heading around a bend and back out into city traffic. Once the car made it around that bend, it was blocked from view by the trees. Only then did Cecilia turn back around to the door, knocking lightly.

“My father is gone,” Cecilia called out, hoping that the creature would be able to hear her through the door. That it even cared about her being stuck there. When the door didn’t open for her, she figured that was the only answer that she was going to get from it.

With nothing else for her to do, Cecilia shifted one of her suitcases around so that she could sit on it. She laid the other one down on the ground next to her, opening it so that she could retrieve one of the books that she had brought. Cecilia had read each of them multiple times; they were her favorites after all. So, she just grabbed one at random, flipping through to the first chapter. She figured that she could get halfway through the book before the creature even noticed that she was there.

A low rumble went out. Cecilia glanced back over her shoulder at the door, wondering what the creature could be doing in there. Wondering if it was trying to do any of the things that it had asked Cecilia if she was capable of, which all sounded like trying to fix a spaceship. With the tower built around the crash site, though, Cecilia wasn’t sure how the creature expected to get a ship out of there.

Soon after the rumble, a drop of rain hit Cecilia on the head.

“Oh,” she whined, looking up at the clouds as she realized that the rumble must have been thunder. That the storm that was about to open up on her would likely run for hours. And with her father already long gone, and the creature seeming to ignore her, she was likely to get soaked through, stuck out there in the rain.

Quickly, Cecilia put her book back into the suitcase, zipping it back up to keep it dry. The suitcases were old, though, and Cecilia wasn’t sure if they were waterproof. If they would keep any of her things dry, let alone her books. So, once the suitcase was closed once more, she picked it up, placing it against the tower as close as she could get it. Her hope was that the tower would protect it from the worst of the weather.

As soon as the suitcase was in place, the rain started up, pouring down all at a go. Cecilia was quite drenched within seconds, even before she could get her second suitcase against the wall. She huddled against the doors to the tower, looking out at the rain that seemed everywhere. Even the door gave her little protection from the deluge.

“Hello?” Cecilia called out, knocking on the door again. “It’s... It’s raining. Not that you care,” she mumbled, knowing that the creature wasn’t listening.

Another crackle of thunder rang out and Cecilia jumped in startlement. Her hand went to her chest to stay her racing heart as she turned around to look back at the city. Despite her father’s words, Cecilia wondered about running away. About heading out into the city to try to find somewhere else to live. Anywhere but in that park, getting rained on. However, the tower was half a mile away from the rest of the city, and she would be out in the open the entire way if she tried to make a run for it. By the time she made it to the city, she would be hopelessly drenched.

But then, she was already hopelessly drenched.

“Can... Can you let me in, please?” Cecilia called out, bashing on the door much like her father had earlier. “Please? Just-just inside. You-you don’t have to keep me.” 

She laughed a little at her choice of words. At the idea that the creature would be keeping her like she was the pet. Whenever the creature was depicted at all, it was usually drawn quite like a dog. What she had seen through the door didn’t look anything like a dog, though.

When no answer came from the tower, Cecilia reached for the knob, hoping that it was open. That the creature wasn’t as careful with its security. The knob barely rattled at her twisting, proving to be quite as locked as she was expecting it to be. Still, she twisted it back and forth, hoping that it would give way. That the door might underestimate her, much like people had been doing her whole life.

After turning it a dozen times, the door seemed to do just that, the handle finally turning.

“What?” Cecilia asked, staring down at the knob in shock. However, just seconds after the knob turned, it was pulled out of her grip. The door spun open, revealing the creature standing there once more.

“Go away,” the creature said again, staring down at Cecilia there, soaked and alone.

“I’d love to,” Cecilia said. She raised her arms to either side, drawing attention to the weather behind her. “It’s raining. The city is half a mile away, and I’d still have to find somewhere that would let me in there. Or you could let me in here. I won’t go far. Just inside. Please?”

“Where’s your father?” the creature asked, glancing up from Cecilia to look around the parking lot behind her.

“Gone,” Cecilia said. “He left me here.”

“I’m not equipped to raise a human child,” the creature said. “I’m barely equipped to raise a uvvelian child.”

“I’m no child,” Cecilia said, bristling at the word. “I’m plenty raised, thank you very much. No one is asking you to raise me. Just... Just to train me so that I can do what you do.”

“Ha,” the creature laughed, a purely human laugh that contained no real humor. “None of you puny humans can do what I do. You’re not built for it.”

“I’m not talking about your powers,” Cecilia said. “I’m talking about teaching me to help people. To use my gift to help those that need help. That’s all.”

The creature stood there silently for a moment, staring down at Cecilia. Cecilia just stood there in the rain, looking the creature in the eye. Trying not to look disgusted by the sight of the thing, which was quite hard for her. After what felt like a small eternity, the creature looked back at the parking lot behind her before looking down at her once more.

“That’s all?” the creature asked. “I teach you how to be a superhero and you leave me alone?”

“If you want,” Cecilia said, nodding her agreement. “I would like nothing more than to just go home, but Father made it clear that I wasn’t to leave here until my work is done.”

The creature just stood there for a moment longer, staring down at Cecilia, before finally stepping to the side, opening the way for her to head inside. Cecilia quickly scooped up her bags once more, pulling them with her into the dry interior of the tower.
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​Chapter Four
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Inside the Tower

The grass of the park stayed beneath Cecilia’s feet as she headed inside the tower. However, instead of the tall, overgrown grass that was outside, it was brown, mostly dead, and trampled flat. The far wall was several yards away, almost the same distance as the parking lot was behind her, with no other walls blocking off the space. There were tables off to the side, with several metal bits and pieces cluttering it. With the creature’s earlier comments, Cecilia figured that those bits were what was left of the parts that it was trying to repair. And in the center of the room was what was unmistakably a spaceship.

“Whoa,” Cecilia said, as she stared at that spaceship.

The craft wasn’t as big as many claimed it to be, from the stories of the crash from years earlier. However, it was large enough to fit a couple dozen people on it. Or, at least, a couple dozen humans. With the creature looming tall over Cecilia, she thought that the spaceship wouldn’t be able to fit more than six or seven of them. There was a huge hole in the top of the ship on the side facing her, with a large chair visible through the hole. The rest of it was solid metal, though there were scorch marks in several locations and holes in several places along the bottom.

“Is that your spaceship?” Cecilia asked, pointing at the craft.

“No,” the creature said. There was a bitter tone to its voice, making Cecilia think it was offended by the suggestion. “Mine is the one behind it.” The creature pointed off to the side, to another craft just visible around the first one. “This belongs to the krylonian that shot me down onto this mudball. I’ve been stripping it for parts, but they’re not exactly compatible. It’s almost like taking apart one of your cars to fix my spaceship, though the parts from the krylonian ship are more useful. This ship at least used to fly before I shot it down.”

“Wait, I thought you said the crayons shot you down,” Cecilia said, glancing back over her shoulder to the creature.

The creature let out a light snicker at the comment. “The krylonian,” it corrected. “We shot each other down. But, since the krylonians started the war, I usually blame it for the misery that I’ve had to put up with.” Its eye was locked on Cecilia, making her think that she was part of that misery that it was talking about.

“Right,” Cecilia said, nodding her understanding. She figured that it was best to drop the subject at that point, not wanting to anger the creature further. “So, where will I be staying?” She looked around the room, wondering if she would be stuck sleeping on the ground down there somewhere.

“If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be,” the creature said, making it clear just how unwelcome she was. “But, as usual, this planet of yours has made it clear that nothing is up to me. Can’t go home. Can’t fight in the war. Can’t save my people. Stuck here, in the mud. Stuck with... Well... You...”

“Cecilia,” Cecilia said, reminding the creature of her name.

“Right,” the creature said, nodding. “Come with me, Cecilia.”

The creature started away from Cecilia, keeping to the outer wall of the tower as it headed over to a set of stairs leading up. It kept hopping up and down as it went, like it was enjoying itself. It reminded Cecilia of her more innocent years, when she would skip up and down the road in front of her apartment building. Between how large the creature was and how quickly it could move, Cecilia had to run to keep up with it. She needed to take three steps for each of the creature’s bounds, her suitcases rattling as she ran.

“Uh... What-what do I call you?” Cecilia asked. She was already starting to pant from the exertion of running along behind the creature.

“My name is Drilora,” the creature said, not bothering to look back at her as they headed up the stairs. “My pronouns, as you humans have started to say, are ze/zer. Not it. Not he. Not she. Not they, which makes no sense to me. How can a single creature be a they? Ze/zer is the closest pronoun to the ones we use in our own language.”

“Uh... Okay...” Cecilia said. She had never heard anyone using those pronouns before, though she had heard of them at times.

It was difficult running behind the creature as they headed up the stairs, her suitcases hitting the railing next to her as she went. The stairs ran along the outer wall of the tower, turning with its curvature. When they came out into the first floor above, the space opened up on the right. Much like the ground floor, this one was a huge, open room, with a few pillars scattered around it for support. However, instead of the spaceships like below, the room was outfitted as a gym, complete with several machines and weights. Many of the machines looked broken, their frames bent and their wires frayed. The closest of the machines was set at the highest weight possible, with several more weights placed on top of the pile.

“This is the gym, obviously,” Drilora said, pointing at it. “Please don’t touch anything in here. It’s hard enough to keep up my muscle and bone mass in this low gravity. I’m in here for several hours of the day. When I’m in here, don’t be.”

“Sure,” Cecilia said, nodding. She never bothered with such things herself.

Drilora quickly continued up the stairs, heading for the next floor up. Cecilia lingered there just a moment longer, more to catch her breath than to see more of the gym, before following zer. Ze stopped at the top of the next flight of stairs, pointing out to another open floor. This one was just as recognizable as the last, only much more of a draw to Cecilia. She stood there, three steps below the floor, staring out at the room in wonder.

“This is the library,” Drilora said, waving a hand at it.

The place was packed with shelves full of books, with several more stacks of books next to three big, comfortable looking chairs, and a table in the center that looked to be piled high with comic books. As Cecilia slowly came up the remaining stairs, she got a glimpse at the comics on top, surprised to see that most of them featured Superman.

“Please, don’t take any of the books off this floor, and treat them all with the respect that they deserve,” Drilora said.

“Of-of course,” Cecilia said. “Do... Do you read a lot?”

“It is how I learned your language, and several others,” Drilora said, simply. “Come.”

Ze continued up the stairs, but Cecilia didn’t want to leave that floor. She lingered there, staring around at the wonder before her, wishing that she could read all the books inside just from standing there. That was one superpower that she would have loved to have gotten, rather than the one that she was born with. Long before she got her fill of that floor, Cecilia managed to pull her eyes from that sight, following Drilora up.

Unlike those below it, the next floor up wasn’t open. A hallway led off from the stairs, with two doors on either side of it. Cecilia figured that these were the bedrooms, and she looked around at the doors, trying to figure out which one was open.

“The kitchen and dining room are on this floor,” Drilora explained, pointing around at the doors. “Most of the food here is not suitable for human consumption, so be careful. Or don’t. No fur off my nose.”

“Wait, nose?” Cecilia asked. She looked up at Drilora with a confused expression. Drilora rolled zer eye back at her, shaking zer head.

“Yes, I have a nose,” Drilora said. “It’s not plain on my face like with you humans. A nose is a pretty important organ, one that should be protected. Not decorated or pierced.” Drilora shook out zer fur at the thought of it.

“Sorry,” Cecilia said.

“As I was saying, most of the food in there isn’t suitable for human consumption. If you insist on staying longer than the storm, we may look into getting more human food. Personally, I doubt you’ll make it past our first call. If you get in my way on a call, you’ll be put out. Understand?”

“Yes, of course,” Cecilia said, nodding feverishly. “I-I won’t get in the way. I promise. I’m good at staying out of people’s way.”

“I thought your skill was being underestimated,” Drilora said. Ze blinking zer eye several times in a weird way, with it flipping all over. “The thought of that being a superpower. Ugh, I need a good laugh now and again.”

Cecilia blushed deeply, her glare set on Drilora, when she realized that ze was laughing at her. That that was how zer species laughed. It was quite insulting, but nothing that she hadn’t had to put up with before.

“Alright, alright, come along,” Drilora said, waving Cecilia further up the tower.

Cecilia pulled her suitcases up as she followed along behind Drilora, though they fell back down soon enough. The suitcases were quite heavy, making her wonder if maybe she should spend a little time in the gym after all. It might make helping out on the calls easier for her.

Rather than continuing past the next floor, the stairs simply stopped there. There was a wall at the end of the stairwell, lined up with the wall leading out into another hallway. The doors off that hallway seemed to match the ones below, though the stairs hadn’t run the entire perimeter of the tower between the two floors. At the far end of the hall was a ladder, leading up to a hatch in the ceiling. Drilora led the way down the hall, coming up to the first pair of doors.

“My room is over here,” Drilora said, pointing to the door on the left. “Do not go in there, or you will be put out of this tower. Understood?”

“Yes, Drilora,” Cecilia said, quickly, nodding her head.

“This room will be yours until I can be rid of you,” Drilora said, zer voice softening a little as ze pointed to the door on the right, across from zers. “The room has never been used. It might be a bit dusty, but everything is new. I expect it to still be like new by the time you’re put out of this tower. Understood?”

“Uh... Yes-yes, Drilora,” Cecilia said.

At least, she thought she understood zer. Understood that she wasn’t to put in too much wear, rather than that she wasn’t to use anything inside of it. She wondered at how she would be able to use the room without using anything. But since she had long since grown out of jumping on the bed, she figured that everything would be more or less in the same state that it was when she arrived in the tower. Though maybe a bit cleaner, if the room really was dusty.

“Fine, fine,” Drilora said. “I’ll leave you to get settled in. When a call comes in, I expect you to be ready.”

“Ready?” Cecilia asked.

“Wear something... appropriate for such activities,” Drilora said. Ze pointed at Cecilia’s dress, which was still damp from the downpour outside. Cecilia wanted nothing more than to change into something dry, but she wasn’t sure what ze meant by “appropriate for such activities.”

“Uh...” Cecilia said, hesitantly.

“Ugh, something you can run in that you don’t care if it gets destroyed,” Drilora said.

“Oh, yes, alright,” Cecilia said, nodding her understanding. “Are we expecting a call today?”

“I’m always expecting a call,” Drilora said. “It helps to be prepared for the worst, like a chemical fire in the middle of a thunderstorm.” Just as ze said that, another rumble of thunder came through the tower. It sounded a lot louder than the low rumbles that she had been hearing during the tour. “Now, please, for the love of your imaginary divine, please leave me alone.”

Cecilia stood there by the door, watching as Drilora headed back through the tower, down the stairs. While she got the sense that she would never quite be considered welcome there in that tower, she was already more welcome there than she was at home. Moreover, she had finally accomplished the first step in the task that her father had brought her there for.
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​Chapter Five
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The Spare Bedroom

The door to the bedroom opened silently. Cecilia stayed in the hallway for a moment, sticking her head through the crack to look around the room. Just as Drilora had said, the place looked unused, with just a fine layer of dust over the furniture. The bed wasn’t made, but there was a pile of sheets at the foot. If Cecilia didn’t know better, she would have thought that Drilora had placed them there while she was standing out in the rain. However, the fine layer of dust that was in the rest of the room was visible on top of the pile of sheets as well. The sheets must have been there a while, waiting for someone to visit.

“Well, I’ve certainly done with worse,” Cecilia said to herself, as she slipped inside the room. Inside her room.

Cecilia slammed her suitcases onto the bed, sending the dust back up in the air. She waved her hand at it, clearing it away from her nose before she could inhale it. The lights were off in the room, but there was enough sunlight coming through the storm clouds and the windows to see by. She could see the curve of the tower in the far wall, though the furniture seemed well suited to fill the space. There was a small, low dresser below the window, and a tall, narrow wardrobe next to it; both seemed perfect for Cecilia’s needs. Against the wall on her left was a desk, tucked away in the corner, that looked made for reading at. Already, the place was feeling more like home to Cecilia than her own home had felt in years. Not since her mother passed.

“Alright, time to get started, eh?” she asked herself, clapping her hands as she looked around the place.

Cecilia grabbed one of her suitcases at random, pulling it around her bed to the dresser. When she flipped it open, she noticed that her clothes were already wet. A light whimper escaped from Cecilia’s lips when she realized what that might mean, and she quickly dashed back around the bed, over to the other suitcase. She held her breath as she reached out to that suitcase, slowly opening it. The top of the case slammed into the bed, jarring loose another spray of the dust, but Cecilia paid it no mind. She just stared down at the contents of that suitcase, and at the three books tucked inside.

Just like with the first suitcase, the contents of the second suitcase were damp from the rain. The books were already showing water damage, their covers bent and their pages wrinkled. Slowly, carefully, Cecilia reached out, pulling the books out one by one. There was no sign of the cover peeling away onto her clothes, so she hoped that the damage would be limited to what she was already seeing. She placed the books down onto the small table next to her bed, leaving them there to dry. Short of bringing them to a book conservator, there wasn’t much else that she could do for them. Still, seeing them sitting there like that, so damaged from the weather, felt like a wound in the memory of her mother.

A slight sniffle came out of Cecilia before she could stop it. The tears wouldn’t be far behind. Cecilia shook her head, trying to jar those tears away. Trying to block out the hurt that she was feeling, not just by the loss of her mother, but by her father so heartlessly throwing her away like that. Despite everything that had played out between her and her father, she still loved him, and knew that he loved her too. At least, in his way. That had always been what her mother said about it.

“I miss you, Mom,” Cecilia said, and the tears started coming. She wiped away at them, trying to put on a brave face. Trying to get past the hurt that still hung over her, even after all those years. 

Cecilia quickly turned away from those books, looking back at her clothes. Unlike the books, the clothes would take better to the water, but they still needed to dry. She took her time in unpacking them, more to allow herself the time to grieve the loss of her mother, of her life, than that the clothes needed it. However, as she slowly put them away, she was searching through what clothes she had brought, looking for something that would work for what Drilora had asked her to wear. Most of her clothes, both the ones that she brought and the ones that she had left behind, had always been dresses. The best she found were a pair of sturdy jeans at the bottom of her first suitcase, though she doubted they would be acceptable to the creature. Fortunately, she remembered to bring a pair of sneakers; she doubted her heels would be appropriate footwear for anything that the creature usually did out in the city.

Once her clothes were stowed, Cecilia quickly made the bed. None of the sheets proved to be a fitted sheet for the mattress, but she figured something out, folding one of the sheets around it. The bed was longer than her bed at home, like it was designed to fit the creature, and the headboard and footboard kept getting in the way of her efforts. She wasn’t sure how well it would hold up to her first night there, if she even made it that far. However, the work helped distract her from her life ending in the way that it had. By the time the bed was made, her tears were dry once more.

With her bed made and her clothes stowed, Cecilia just stood there in the silence of the room. The only sound she heard was the rattling of the rain against the window, making her feel more alone than ever. There was no sign of anything from the creature, though she knew that it, that ze was still out there somewhere in the tower. But as she looked around the room, she noticed another door that she had missed before. Drilora hadn’t said anything about the door, whether it was off limits or not, but it was inside her room. She figured that it was a closet or something, despite the wardrobe.

Cecilia glanced toward her still open door, almost expecting the creature to be watching her from the hallway. Waiting for when she did something that ze didn’t like. However, the hallway was just as empty as it had been when she came in there. With no sign of the creature, Cecilia slipped over to the door. She grabbed onto the knob, turning it slowly and softly, bracing herself for the door to whine at her opening it. But the door was as silent as the one from the hallway.

And as she looked through the doorway, she realized that it led to the bathroom. There was another door opposite from her that seemed to lead into another bedroom next door. But with the creature sleeping in the room across the hall, that meant that they wouldn’t need to share a bathroom.

“Few,” Cecilia said, letting off a sigh of relief, even as she started laughing at herself. 

Of course, the door would lead to something simple like a bathroom, rather than some secret room that the creature was trying to hide from her. From what she had seen of the tower so far, the place seemed pretty simple, built only for the creature’s use while ze was stuck there on Earth.

With the mystery of the door solved, Cecilia started moving her toiletries into the bathroom. They were the last things that she needed to unpack, and she found plenty of room for them. Once she was fully unpacked, she glanced at the shower next to her, thinking that she could use one. That she needed to get warm after being stuck outside in the rain. But with most of her clothes wet, she would be stuck in a towel waiting for them to dry. Instead, she opted for changing into her jeans, which were at least drier than her dress, and an old t-shirt that she didn’t remember packing. She hung her dress up with the rest of her clothes, wondering if the tower had laundry facilities hidden somewhere, perhaps in the floor below.

Once she was dressed, Cecilia stood there at the foot of her bed, looking around her room. She felt a bit lost, like she was forgetting something. If she had forgotten anything, it would have been left behind at her father’s apartment. While the apartment was only on the other side of the city, rather than the other side of the world, it might as well be that far away for how welcome she would be there. At least, until she accomplished what she came there for.

“Speaking of which, I guess there’s no time like the present,” she muttered to herself. “Time to go find the creature and... see my training started, eh?” She glanced over at the three books as she said that, all but talking to her dead mother as she asked the question.

Cecilia let out another sigh, shaking her head as she looked at those books, before turning to the door next to her. The hallway outside was just as empty as it had been before, with no sign of the creature anywhere. Slowly, Cecilia walked back through the hallway toward the stairs, trying to make as little sound in her sneakers as possible. She wasn’t trying to sneak up on the creature; only making it so that she didn’t disturb zer, wherever ze was in the tower. However, she didn’t get that far before hearing zer footsteps storming back up the stairs toward her.
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