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September 27, 1845

This is the diary of Ann Costello, twelve years old as of last July. This book was a present from my Mother, who had some thought that I would be needing such a thing now rather than later. “A woman,” she said to me this Sunday, “needs to learn to keep her own council.” I very much got the impression that there was more to her words, not unlike when Father speaks. Still, the gift brought me to tears. It’s expensive, or so I should think based on what Father says about books – though it has never stopped him from buying one. What thoughts and deeds will fill these pages, I know not, but I feel I am too plain, and my life too simple, for anything I do to be worthy of note.

September 30, 1845

Today I discovered - or rather was told - the reason for Mother’s generous gift. We are moving. I am near tears. Father has taken a position in Philadelphia – to be a partner in his own firm. Mother says this is a good thing. All I know is that I will be leaving my home and my friends.

October 1, 1845

It is a gray day. Rain and chill are in the air. Fitting. Father hired movers and a wagon. The movers smelled like dock workers and nearly dropped Mother’s good chest onto the muddy street. As soon as I saw this I rushed to my room, unpacked my special items from the crate Mother had packed – including you, my dear diary – and placed them into a small box I will carry myself in our travels. Father laughed at me when he saw the box I cradled safely in my arms. The day matched my mood on this occasion and I almost forgot myself and said something disrespectful to him. Later in the day Father’s friend, Mr. Samuel, arrived. Father hugged him warmly and passed the care of our goods over to him so that we could begin our journey. That is all I shall write on this day, in part because the carriage ride has become very bumpy.

October 5, 1845

The rain has stopped and the sun has come out of hiding. I spoke little during the trip, which I now feel guilty for. It was four days of bumpy roads, no roads, scary inns, and changing horses. I stayed in the carriage, almost refusing to remove myself from its security when there was an available bed at one of our stops. Mother says I can stay angry for as long as I wish (but I’m not angry, I’m sad – I want to go home). Father hasn’t said much, but I can tell I’ve upset him and he feels guilty – not guilty enough to turn us around and take us home however. He kept making terrible jokes and offering to buy me sweets. A promise he fulfilled when we came into Philadelphia. I am unimpressed by this city – although the chocolates were very tasty. Candy aside, what’s worse is that the wagon, with our meager things, is at least two days behind us. Yet another inn awaits me this night - more nightmareish sounds from the street and rooms about us to keep me up at night. Strange scares me – I miss my home. As cramped and leaky as it was, it was home and I miss it. I miss my friends.

October 7, 1845

Today I saw our new house. I feel I may have found my smile, which has been seldom seen these last few days. It is wonderful. A tower, squeezed between other towers. It is a house with lovely stone work and crisp browns and reds. Mother and Father allowed me to enter first. Although Mother and Father lingered outside, I was not alone. Father had apparently already hired workmen to get the house ready for us. I spotted one of them coming down the amazing staircase at the back of the receiving hall - he went off in the direction of (I would soon learn) the kitchen. At that moment, however, I was more captivated by the staircase. A beautiful banister spiraled up from the basement door all the way to the attic door at the top. From the main hallway there are four doors: the sitting room, the dining room, the kitchen, and the room I heard Father say he would make into his study. I explored these later; first I ran up the stairs. Here there was another hallway and three more rooms as well as a washing room and a water closet. Plus, we have two closets! It is a mansion. I heard my parents whispering as I came back into the sitting room. My Father nodded, and I surmised Mother’s question to him when he spoke. “You may have the pick of the bedrooms, my little rose.” I had indeed found my smile. They reassured me that I had my pick, and so I chose the front room. It has a lovely view of the street below and the park across the way. And, it has one of the closets. I feel like a queen.

October 8, 1845

Father began his new job today. Mother and I spent our day at the shops – both of us feeling out of place and frightened. Father insisted, as our old possessions neither filled the house nor looked the part of a respected lawyer’s furnishings, that we enjoy ourselves exploring the local commerce. I overheard them speaking last night, Father also wants Mother to hire a maid and a cook, but Mother flatly refused.

October 15, 1845

This past week work began in earnest to put the house into working order. Father was away all day at his firm so it was left to Mother and me to sort and organize our things. Packages and furnishings arrived almost daily. Though I think I was helpful, I found myself waiting for long stretches of time on the stairs with Father’s copy of The Fall of the House of Usher while Mother bustled about like a busy bee. I was mainly ignored by the workmen and delivery people who came and went from our house. I saw that same workman I spotted on our first day. He came very near me as he made his way up the stairs, although he didn’t take notice of the smile I gave him. I became curious about him later when I noted I did not see him return from the upstairs. I went looking but did not find him until I myself came back down the stairs. I spotted him passing through into the kitchen. Something about him called to me. Perhaps it was the sadness in his eyes – I felt a connection to him because of that sadness. It looks as if neither one of us wants to be in this house. Although I have come to love this new house, it still scares me, and each time that fear grips my soul, I think of my old home and friends – and miss both dearly. In any event, Mother had need of me before I could follow him into the kitchen, and after that I was unable to locate him.

October 16, 1845

I have become worried that the worker I keep spying is more than he seems. I think he might be a bandit. He was in the house again today, and for the first time I took note of how quietly he moves. I was coming down the stairs and I saw him near the bottom. I ran down the stairs to catch him but he was gone – in fact, all I found was Mother - who scolded me for running down the stairs. 

Mother has decided to hire a maid, and Father has agreed it is a good idea and said he would convert the basement into servant’s quarters.

October 18, 1845

My nights are sleepless. It’s this house. In the daytime it is bright and new and interesting. At night there are noises and shadows. I feel I am losing my mind for I keep thinking I am hearing footsteps up and down the stairs at all hours. I’ve taken to rushing to my door and peeking out every time I catch the noise. It always seems to be coming from the bottom of the stairs – a shuffle more than footfalls. I woke up early this morning and waited at the top of the stairs. I had nearly fellen back asleep when I saw him. It was him! The worker. He was there, at the bottom of the stairs, just standing there. I didn’t know his reason for being in the house at that hour, but there was no good about him. He might have been hired to work on the new rooms in the basement, but the sun was not yet up. NO. I was sure he was up to no good. So, I yelled for help – as it turned out, that was a foolish choice. Father came stumbling out of his room, followed closely by Mother. I told them about the workman, but they were more interested in my yelling. Father decided that I have too much time on my hands and that I would be getting a tutor.

Later in the day the workers arrived to begin construction in the basement. The noise is almost unbearable – I never thought I would ever say this, but the days are too long.

October 20, 1845

I met my tutor today. A serious looking woman I am to call Ms. Watchett. She will instruct me in several subjects - none of which sound interesting - until next year when I can join one of the local schools. I was enrolled at a school in New York, and honestly found it boring. I do so enjoy reading and writing – just leave me in a room full of books, but they won’t. Mother never had any formal education, but she does know (and very proudly states being self-taught) some reading, writing, and mathematics. Father, however, was insistent that I know more than needlepoint and dancing. I almost managed, completely by accident, to frighten Ms. Watchett away. I was heading up the stairs to fetch Mother’s bonnet (Mother felt a walk in the park would be a nice way for the three of us to get to know one another). He was there, at the top of the stairs this time. I never noticed before how pale he looked; perhaps it was the sunlight washing out his color, but he seemed painted in gray. This time he was weeping into his hands. His voice was...odd, but I could make out several things he said. “No,” he said over and over. “Shouldn’t be here,” he said at least twice. “Please,” he begged. “Home. I want to go home,” he repeated. Some other words were mumbled and then, one hand still covering his face, the other reaching down for the railing, he turned and headed in the direction of my parents’ room. I called out for my Mother. I ran down the stairs yelling “He’s here!” I made sure I had their attention and then took the lead back up to capture this man, but halfway up the stairwell I heard my Mother’s voice – so stern it was that it had to be obeyed. We did not go for a walk, and it took some convincing to make sure Ms. Watchett would return.

October 22, 1845

I heard Mother and Father speaking last night. I fear they think I have lost my mind – and I think they may be correct. I spoke to them again about the man on the stairs. Father has searched the house and assures me that there are no workmen on the premises. To hear them talk about me in such a way – I cried myself to sleep last night, and now, remembering their words, I find tears again in my eyes. He frightens me. If I could unsee him I would, but he is there.

October 23, 1845

I passed him on the stairs this evening. I wished him away, but it did not work. I had never been that close to him. I could ignore the presence, but the chill – he prickled my flesh as our ships passed in the night. My breath caught in my chest and yet somehow I kept myself from racing down the stairs. 

Father says there is no one in the house. 

Mother says there is no one in the house. 

I know that man is in this house...or somehow getting into this house. Am I crazy or will this worker kill us in our sleep one night? 

I can’t sleep.

October 26, 1845

It has been cold these last few nights (and days). We’ve found the sitting room to be a lovely place to gather as a family and spend evenings by the fire. By chance the other night I fell asleep and Father carried me to my bed. I’ve now taken to falling asleep in the sitting room so Father is forced to carry me up the stairs to my bedroom. I don’t know how long I will be able to keep this charade up. I woke up from a light sleep last night to the worker wandering down the hallway to the stairs. I pressed my ear to the door and then chanced a look. “I want to go home,” he moaned. “Please,” he kept repeating. “My family,” His voice is odd, hollow. I’m not sure of the accent, but it sounds like he is speaking to me from the other end of a covered bridge. I think he is lost, or maybe someone who lived here once before, or perhaps he is without a home and somehow finds his way into our house for shelter. I fear him, but I also pity him. I made the mistake of mentioning this to the maid, Mary (who will be moving in with us shortly), who laughed and said that maybe he is a ghost. But he can’t be. He’s solid – as real as I am. How Mother and Father haven’t seen him yet...it boggles my mind. At any rate, I won’t be saying anything else to Mary - Mother overheard us and quietly, but sternly, asked that I please stop speaking about such things.

October 28, 1845

Today I was told that I would be a sister. It’s very exciting. Mother and Father are planning on holding a party to tell people about it. Apparently around here, at this time of year, it is customary to have a Play Party where people dress up. Father will be inviting a number of people from his firm and Mother has invited our neighbors. I asked if I could make the announcement and Father has said I may. I’m very excited.

Mother has decided to hire a cook.

October 31, 1845

I have made a fool of myself. I have ruined myself. I can’t get them to understand – he has ruined everything. My face is slick with tears and my room, my sanctuary, has become a prison. I was called down to say hello to our guests and make our announcement. I made my way to the stairs and found the worker about halfway down. “I want to go home,” he was saying. I am a fool. I was too excited – it slipped out. I spoke to him. “Then you should go home,” I said. And then he looked at me. His puffy eyes turned to mine and for a moment we just stared at each other – and then he reached for me. I screamed and ran back up the stairs. He followed me. I screamed some more and slammed my door, and pushed my new heavy oak chest to block the door. “Go away!” I yelled. And then he began pounding on the door. “Go away!” I kept yelling. The door suddenly pushed in, the chest screeched over the floor and I buried my head in my pillow screaming for him to leave me alone. Hands pulled me up and it was a moment before I realized it was Mother and Father. Their expressions were a mix of fright and mortification. I cried like a baby and told them again about the man, about his pleas to go home – “You must have passed him,” I said to them, but they had no idea what I was talking about. I glanced over their shoulders and saw that the hallway had a few of their guests who, out of concern or misplaced curiosity, had followed my parents upstairs. My Father was the more angry of my parents and has forbidden me from leaving my room. They have returned to their party. I am ruined.

November 1, 1845

I can do nothing right. I was determined to show my parents the truth of what I have been seeing. I snuck down to the basement and took a length of wood. My plan was to use it to subdue the intruder and allow Father to interrogate him. I laid in wait. When I heard him in the hallway I dashed out of my room with a mighty shout of “Go away!” and struck Father - who had been on his way to my room to check on me. He was furious. My Father, a pillar of reason in my life, threw me to my bed and said I was not to leave this room. He fetched me a bedpan. I pleaded with him. I insisted it was all real and I feared for our safety. He told me I was simply angry and hurt about the move. He told me this was home now and I needed to accept it. He told me he would not accept such outbursts any longer, especially with a baby on the way. 

I weep.

November 2, 1845

He is here again now, I hear him shuffling near my door. “Please, do you know where my family is? Please, I want to go home.” My tears fall heavy and I know I will cry myself to sleep again tonight.

November 3, 1845

I shouted at him this evening. I told him to go away. I told him that I wanted to go home too and to leave me to my misery. I shouted so much that there is now a clawing pain in my throat . Why won’t he go away?

November 6, 1845

I stopped writing for a few days. There has been nothing to write about. I haven’t even been allowed my lessons. Mary brings me food and changes my bedpan. Mother and Father have not spoken to me in days. The only person to speak to me is that man. He comes to my door and speaks to me. He calls my name. He must hide in some nook and come out to torture me when no one else is about. I am cursed.

November 7, 1845

Mother spoke to me today! She told me to go to the washing room – she said nothing else to me. She looked so frightened and tired. Perhaps the man has been keeping her up as well? Then why will she not say anything to me about it? I think she, or Father, has read you, my diary. When I returned from my bath I found my door open and you not where I had left you. If they did read you, now they will see. Now they will know what that man has been doing to me. They will look for him. They will find him. And Mother, Father, and I will be reunited – all will be forgiven. 

November 8, 1845

Father has informed me that I will be going away. For one shining moment I allowed myself to hope, to dream, that my prayers had been answered and he was about to tell me we were going home. That is not what he said next. Instead in informed me that I will be visiting and speaking with a doctor friend of his. He says I’ve become sick. He says that he and Mother are afraid that I will hurt myself. They are afraid I will hurt the baby when it comes. I tried telling them that I am not sick. Mother said nothing. Her face was flushed, her nose and eyes red. Father said the doctor would make me feel better, that afterwards I would be like I was. I don’t want this. I am afraid.

December 21, 1845

I am back from holiday – as my Mother has insisted on calling it. I am better. I am cured. I have not written sooner out of embarrassment. My “holiday” was lonely and frightening and I am ashamed my parents had to go through that. Both have said that they have put the whole affair behind them, I hope that is true, I hope they can forgive me one day. I promise I am better. I promise I am cured. I did not see the man on the stairs today. He didn’t look at me. He didn’t call out my name. He did not sob. He did not threaten me. There is no man on the stairs today and there will be no man on the stairs tomorrow.
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Herman Martin sat at his kitchen table. Untouched between his sprawled hands was a dainty porcelain teacup on the doily tablecloth– both stark white, pristine and clean. He didn’t recall making himself the tea, but he certainly wasn’t brave enough to drink from the cup. He couldn’t even look at it. He was terrified, too scared even to open his eyes. His mind was plied with shadows and for a moment he wasn’t sure of anything. Slowly it came back to him. He was home. He had been at work and now he was here. He could hear the heavy tick of the grandfather clock in the hallway and the clank of the cuckoo clock on the wall of the kitchen. It also smelled like home; much like the teacup, the air was clean, heavy with the scent of blech and sweet air fresheners. Before he could grab any more whispers of thoughts there was a thud of a heavy paper bag being dropped somewhere behind him. A familiar and angry voice cut through the quiet.

And then he forgot.

Herman Martin shuffled towards the end of the street in a cloud of confusion. His head and back ached. This wasn’t unusual for a man in his sixties – at the very least, it wasn’t unusual for him. The pain, however, was easy to ignore as he felt his face flush with a flood of nervousness and excitement he had no reason - to his recollection - to be feeling. He stumbled onward, following – or running from – the whispers in his head. The day was hot and sunny. He didn’t like it. He shaded his eyes with his hand, which blocked his view, causing him to nearly run into a bundle of people. He waited. Everyone impatiently watched for the little man in white to appear over their heads. He stared at the backs of their heads as he pressed his fingers into his temples. So much noise. Suddenly there was a scream, but it was distant like a dream or a memory. There was so much noise and raised voices, louder than the traffic sounds which had been bothering him. “When did I...” he began out loud to no one, or at least no one within earshot, just before another thought interrupted him. It’s a left here, isn’t it? Yes, left. As if miming, he pointed with a trembling hand.  Why all this chatter? He thought to himself. What is taking so long? They were all talking very fast with fingers jabbing this way and that way. “I’ve got errands to run. You know what she’s like if I mess up,” he said, but no one even turned in his direction. As gaps in the group began to open up, Herman could glance to what lay ahead. “Oh,” he muttered upon seeing the mangled remains of some poor young soul. The body was all twisted at odd angles in the middle of the street. The face, partially obscured by his hoodie, was twisted in fear. A running shoe, nearly brand new, lay upended near the curb. “Oh,” Herman said as inventive expletives were exchanged by those around him. He covered his ears and stepped back. No need to get involved with that. As if to say, “come this way”, the little man in white appeared, so he crossed to the right. “What a shame,” he muttered while rubbing at his temples.

And then he forgot.

Herman Martin was two blocks from his house when he suddenly realized that he was two blocks from his house. He glanced back nervously over his shoulder at the sound of sirens. He didn’t like loud noises, they hurt his head. His fingers inched up to the sides of his head and pressed at his temples. His eyes pinched shut. It helped to calm him. Where was I going? His wife complained a lot about his lack of memory, and direction, and style, and, and, and.... She had often told him about how he would get lost inside a paper bag. “Prove her wrong, Herman,” he muttered to himself. And then it hit him. “The pet store.” He sighed in relief. “This way to the pet store, of course.” Every day he was told to pick up cat food, “Go and get cat food.” And every day he would return home to, “Why did you buy so little, you’ll just have to go back tomorrow, and then you’ll forget about it anyway.” He was happy. Why am I happy? “Cat food,” he said out loud to no one, and everyone. Presently he waved at a man on a bicycle as he peddled on by. The man smiled back.

And then he forgot.

Herman Martin stood outside A Friend For Everyone pet store being shouted at. A man shouted at Herman, while a woman shouted at the man, while a child’s wailing carried over man, woman, and barking dog. The man was tall, thin, and managing to shout profanity while at the same time yank extra hard on the leash he was holding. His dog, the thin man’s dog, was large, barking, and unhappy at being pulled back. The muzzle of the beast was an odd color. The woman was pretty, yet red from chest to face as she screamed at the thin man. She was kneeling on the sidewalk, a crying child in her arms. The child, a girl of yellow hair and pigtails, held a leash attached to a small furry lump nearby. Herman took a step back. He hated loudness, it made his head hurt. He took his hands from his ears and pressed his fingers into his temples. Please be quiet, he thought to himself. 

The thin man kept yelling. 

The dog kept barking. 

The woman kept shouting. 

The child kept crying. 

Herman took another step back and stumbled off the curb. He twisted, planting a hand on the hood of a car to catch his balance.

And then he forgot.

Herman Martin was walking towards the end of a street. His legs and feet were sore. He felt tired. His back ached. His head hurt. “Where?” He said out loud to know one, or maybe to the homeless man sitting at the mouth of an alley he had just passed. Errands. The thought made him feel better and seemed to slow his racing heart. “You’re running errands, you old fool.” Prove her wrong. He stopped, and not because a voice from far away was asking him to do so, but to get a better sense of where he was. He glanced about. Across the street, and a few stores down, there was a commotion in front of the pet store. What’s past the pet store? “The grocer.” He nodded to himself and set his feet in the right direction. A woman, a police woman, was calling in his direction. She seemed in a hurry. He was never in a hurry, it made him forget things. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and then the sensation of being turned.

And then he forgot.

Herman Martin was sitting on some cardboard. Resting in the nook of his crossed legs were his hands. Resting in the cradle of his hands was a gun. It was warm and burning his skin. Herman flinched, the gun dropping between his legs onto the cardboard. He pushed himself back from the weapon and found himself pressed up against a brick wall. “What in the world?” Herman said to the homeless man seated across from him in the alley. 

“I said, I saw what you did.” The homeless man chuckled. “Yes I did. Now, what you going to do for Old Larry. Huh?” Larry’s smile was big and bright – with little warmth.

Herman blinked. He took stock of his situation. He was in an alley. He didn’t know where home was. His hands hurt. His side ached. His shirt was ripped. He brought his hands up to his eyes, as bending sent a twinge down his spine. On the left there was a cut, not too deep, but raw looking. He poked at the skin between his thumb and finger – it hurt. He looked back up at Old Larry. Perhaps there was something in the way Old Larry was nodding, or perhaps it was the haze of pain, but the swirl of confusion began to part.

And then he remembered.

Mr. Adams at his office door. Mr. Adams yelling. Mr. Adams was always yelling. This time something that shouldn’t have been mailed had been mailed and something that shouldn’t have been shredded had been shredded. So much noise. And then silence. Mr. Adams on the office floor. Mr. Adams quiet. Mr. Adams with a letter opener in his eye.

And then he remembered.

Alice. Alice in her Sunday best. Every day for Alice was Sunday. Alice angry. Alice was always angry. Shouting. Shouting at him for being home early. For leaving the door open. Alice putting away her shoppings. Alice falling back as the shelf in the cabinet breaks, sending dishes crashing down on her. Alice lying on the linoleum, cut, bruised, and dazed and still managing to complain about how nothing was ever fixed right. Alice with a heavy platter being cracked over her skull. Alice with a shard of glass being dragged over her wrinkled neck.

And then he remembered.

He was running, wanting to get to his car. He remembered hating having to park so far from the apartment. And then next he bumped into someone at the corner. “Excuse me,” he said. “Pardon me,” he said. But he was being ignored by the man having a loud conversation on his phone. He grimaced at the squeal of laughter from the young girls ahead and to his left as he tired once again to get by the man on the phone. He saw the young man in running clothes and a hoodie. Cords dangled from his ears - the music playing so loud it could be heard over the traffic. He became angry at being ignored. He shoved from the back of the crowd. He smiled as the people ahead of him fell like dominos. Smiled even as the young man in the hoodie was pushed, lost his footing, and fell into traffic. And then flinching at the raised voices and the screech of car tires.

And then he remembered.

A man, a thin man. With a dog, a big dog. A girl, a little girl. With a dog, a little dog. A woman, a pretty woman. Barking. More barking. The man shouting for “Beast” to be quiet. The girl asking to go into the store. Again. And again. And again. A man, a woman, a child, and two dogs blocking his way into the store. And him, Herman, stomping on the thin man’s foot.   Barking. 

Blood. 

Crying. 

And then he remembered.

An officer. Dark hair. Young. He was confused. The officer grabbing at him. Tripping him. Seeing her weapon. Taking her weapon. And then cowering from the noise. Hands next, dragging him into an alley.

Herman’s eyes dropped to the gun now resting between his ankles, and looked once more at his hands. The cut. The burn. He shuffled to his knees. He tugged at his shirt, usually neat and tucked, now pulled and ripped. He gingerly felt his side as a sharp pain worked its way up and down his spine. Herman shook his head, not wanting to believe anything he was remembering or seeing now.

Larry nodded, still smiling. “That’s right. Now,” he glanced right as a police car sped by. He waited a moment more in silence, his finger to his lips. When nothing looked like it would disturb them further he spoke. “Now, what you going to do for Old Larry?”

Herman’s heart was racing. More noise was coming from the end of the alley – a trash truck. More noise from the street – sirens. He hated noise. His head hurt. He rubbed his temples as he stared at the gun.

And then he forgot.
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Wisps of Glory
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“Night shift’s log, Chief Engineer Kordelia Evens Mitchell reporting. We came out of the Fold about an hour ago and have been at full Slide with no problems. I expect the Fold drive to be fully charged in just about ten minutes. All systems operating at normal. No unusual sensor contacts. Personnel report nothing out of the ordinary,” Kordelia sighed heavily, closed her eyes, and leaned back in the command chair. “In short, a long boring six hour shift.” Her eyes opened at the sound of the portal activating. “End log,” she said quickly.

“Grace?”

Yes, Commander?

The computer’s distinctly feminine voice always put M’Kenzi’s teeth on edge. She complained constantly that it was like talking to a sorority girl – a sorority girl with an IQ of 4000, which only made it worse somehow. “New entry, first shift’s log, Commander M’Kenzi Gage Logan reporting. Transfer command functions from the fourth shift’s commander and engage first shift protocols. Full report to follow. Pause.” M’Kenzi stepped away from the arch, the glow of the portal fading to the metallic gray of its stand-by mode.  

The bridge lights became brighter and Kordelia blinked a few times until her sight adjusted. A yawn caught her as she started to speak. She cleared her throat and ignored the annoyed look from M’Kenzi. “Sorry, long night,” she stiffly got up from the command chair.

“Out here it’s always night,” M’Kenzi said as she moved past Kordelia to the vacated command chair.

Kordelia paused as she weighed her responses – was she making a joke? Kordelia found M’Kenzi likeable enough, in short spurts, but on a Federation cargo ship of sixty-five bodies she stood apart from the rest of the crew – and not really in a good way. She was the only one to wear a uniform – the standard fleet black – and the only member of the crew to walk around with her sidearm. Both tended to put people off, but it was more than that. M’Kenzi had ambitions and serving as the Commander for the Cerberus was just the beginning of her climb to Fleet Commander - or possibly Fleet Admiral. Kordelia disliked her at times for another reason as well – M’Kenzi had great hair, blonde and perfect, and more than that, she was always clean, never a smudge or a stray strand. Kordelia had to deal with her frizzy black curls even on an environmentally controlled spaceship. As for being clean, Kordelia was more than just engineer by title, it was in her blood, and she never trusted any engineer who wasn’t perpetually picking dirt out from under their nails. “Right, always night,” Kordelia gave a tired laugh. “The ship’s all yours, M’Kenzi.” She stepped away and was about to enter her destination on the portal control pad when she heard M’Kenzi gently clear her throat.

“Chief?”

“Yes?” Kordelia turned with her best smile.

“I realize this is essentially just a cargo ship - and you are the Captain’s wife, however, when we’re on the bridge I would appreciate a little more formality. Just so there’s no confusion.”

Kordelia looked around the bridge at the empty chairs and consoles – which were generally only staffed during docking or departing, and emergencies. Most of the time Grace and a pilot were all that were needed to fly the Cerberus. “Right...we wouldn’t want anyone to forget who you are – Commander.” Kordelia tapped the portal control rather forcefully and stepped into the soft glow that appeared. In an instant she was stepping into her quarters. The glow faded behind her until there was nothing but the archway. Home, she thought. Next she wondered about eating, but decided sleep was more of an immediate issue. She walked into the bedroom and found her husband asleep. She eased into bed beside him, sighed, and closed her eyes.

“Something wrong? You huffed,” Seamus spoke, his mouth half covered by his pillow.

“I thought you were asleep. And no, nothin’s wrong. And it wasn’t a huff, it was a sigh.”

“It was a huff.”

She sighed – or huffed – and rolled on to her side to face him. “M’Kenzi - sorry, Commander M’Kenzi.”

“Ah,”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Seamus?”

“Nothing. Just, ah...” Seamus opened his eyes and smiled.

“I don’t want to hear it. She doesn’t get along with anyone. I’m not even sure why you took her on.”

“You say the same thing about Grace.”

“She can be snooty. I told you what happened yesterday; a twenty minute argument with her about the correct vector to take through the Emir System.”

“She’s the ship’s computer; she was just trying to help.”

“She’s snooty.”

“And M’Kenzi?”

“She’s a...” The com sounded. Kordelia huffed. “Yes?”

“Sorry, Chief, but there’s something wrong with Grace.”

Kordelia gave Seamus a look that said, SEE!

Stifling a laugh, Seamus sat up. “What’s the problem, Commander?”

“Sorry, Captain, I didn’t know you were awake.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Grace keeps trying to alter course and she won’t tell me why.”

“Are we in any immediate danger?” Seamus asked.

“Immediate danger, no. However,”

“I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

“Captain,”

“In a few minutes, Commander. Seamus out.” He turned to his sleepy wife, “You want to join me?”

“In a few hours.”

“Right.”

Seamus didn’t take his time, but he didn’t go right to the bridge either. He started in the washroom, stopped by the galley for a bagel and a glass of milk, and then made his way to the bridge. By the time he stepped through the portal onto the command deck, the Commander was pacing the deck plates in an agitated state. “What’s the problem?” he asked.

“She won’t respond to verbal inquiry and every time I enter a new heading she just counters it.”

Seamus finished chewing the piece of bagel in his mouth. “Grace?”

Yes, Captain?

Seamus wasn’t sure what was more amusing, the overly polite tone of Grace’s voice or the grinding of M’Kenzi’s teeth. “Is there a problem?”

No, Captain.

“Then why the course change?”

Just following current flight guidelines.

Seamus sat in the command chair. His fingers danced over the controls, calling up several screens’ worth of information. “You’ve added two days to our ETA...” he said to himself.  “Grace, you’ve got us going around the Papa Nebula, why?”

There has been a shift in the frontier due to the war.

“Shift in the border? I don’t have any information on this, are you sure?” M’Kenzi snarled.

It was in the data burst I recently received.

“Let me see,” Seamus read the report. “Why didn’t you forward this to my cabin?”

It seemed a little early for mail call.

Although she wasn’t so programmed, Seamus would have sworn he had heard a little snicker. “Why didn’t you notify Commander M’Kenzi at least?”

There was a pause.

“Grace?” 

I didn’t like the way She spoke to Chief Mitchell at shift change.

Seamus didn’t dare laugh. “Grace, please notify a member of the command staff when and why you are issuing a course change.”

Yes, Captain.

Seamus looked over at M’Kenzi – she was fuming. “You have the bridge.” He wasn’t on duty yet, and M’Kenzi looked like she needed some time to relax in the big chair, so Seamus took a seat at another console to read through the data burst. News, mail for the crew, updates from the Trade Guild, and, of course, the War Report. It was true - the frontier had shifted, by as much as two systems in some places. Not that Seamus got involved in such matters. His concern was his crew and cargo. As he saw it, there was very little difference between the sides, so the occasional bribe to the rebels meant he was pretty sure that no matter who won he’d be able to keep his position and his ship. However, not really caring about sides and wandering blindly into a warzone were two different things. He decided that Grace was right, a change in heading was indeed needed, but she had always been a little over cautious in such matters. He glanced at charts along the new heading Grace had set. He wanted to be sure - and he was - The Papa Nebula was too far out. According to the new course they would Fold to within about 2 AU’s of the nebula and then use the In-System engines to round it. They would have to be careful with Sliding (a slang term for using the In-System engines) as the gravity and radiation in the region was extreme, but he left such matters to Kordelia and Grace. There had to be a better way - by which he primarily meant a faster way.

While he considered his options, Seamus went back to the mail. He filed away his and Kordelia’s mail, and then told Grace to distribute the rest of it. Seamus stared blankly at the screen for a few minutes more before he pulled up several more charts. The course Grace had plotted was certainly the safest. He clicked through several maps before stopping. They were near the Rush System so he called up the details. The star was a blue giant, lots of rocks and debris, it had a sizable asteroid belt about 3 AU’s out, and there were some pretty drastic gravity fluctuations. It was near the border now and was a known route used by pirates and smugglers. He checked the numbers, it would only add about twelve hours to their trip. He noted – as a means to help convince himself it was a good idea – that they could almost Fold right through the system, but his engines weren’t quite that good.

Seamus pushed away from the console and stood up. “Grace, course change.”

Ready. 

“Plot us a course for the edge of the Rush System and then Fold.” He held his breath, ready for one or both to disagree.

“Belay that,” M’Kenzi snapped, although the order wasn’t necessary – the blinking “stand-by” indicator on the command chair said that Grace hadn’t entered the new coordinates.  “The Rush System – Blackbeard’s Run? That’s an F-class system. To-be-avoided.”

“But it only adds twelve hours to our trip.”

“Captain, it’s a haven for pirates and smugglers.” M’Kenzi tapped a few keys and called up the same file Seamus had just been looking at. She then proceeded to read off all the information that he had just gone over. “It’s not worth it. Grace,” her eyes flicked back and forth and her voice lowered, “Grace has plotted a fair course.”

Thank you. 

“It’ll be fine. We’ll run silent and at emergency stations.”

Captain, I shouldn’t have to remind you that our defensive capabilities are very limited.

Very limited, Seamus scoffed. Four torpedoes and a particle cannon fixed to a turret that’s jammed so that the Cerberus can only fire to port. “Yes, that’s true. But on the other hand, we’re very fast. One of the fastest in the fleet.”

That is true.

Again, Seamus knew she wasn’t programmed for pride, but he was sure he had just heard it in Grace’s tone. He smiled impishly at M’Kenzi. “See - Grace is onboard.”

I actually have little choice in the matter.

“Hush,” the Captain said.

M’Kenzi lowered her head and shook it. “Captain, I cannot go along with this plan.”

“What if I said you could have everyone at weapons ready?” Not that it would matter, he thought, can’t remember the last time someone was on the range.

Despite being in his early thirties, the Captain could still pull out the boyish smile – the one M’Kenzi was sure had gotten him out of a lot of trouble with his mother. She, however, was not his mother. “Sorry, Sir. If you choose to do this, I will have to log a complaint with Fleet Command.”

Seamus lost his smile and folded his arms over his chest. He stared at M’Kenzi for a moment. “Grace?”

Yes, Captain.

There was a long pause. Seamus dropped his arms, sliding his hands into his pockets, and leaned back against the bulkhead. He watched as M’Kenzi nodded approvingly and eased back into the command chair. He could have done without the smirk which she was not hiding at all well. He took a deep breath, “Stow-it. Grace, Rush System. Fold, now.” 

For a few seconds everything stopped. There was the sensation of being flattened, and then squeezed, and finally stretched rapidly. There was no pain – it was oddly like an out of body experience, like willfully slipping into a lucid dream, awareness without existence. And then it was over. 

They were in Blackbeard’s Run. They were between the ort cloud and a thin outer ring of rock and debris. The blue giant was well ahead of them.  

“Full scan, Grace. Any contacts?” the Captain ordered.

A few moments passed while Grace performed her task. No contacts. Although I must point out that this system has a great many places to hide and my sensors are not suited for this environment.

“Hence the pirates and smugglers,” M’Kenzi interjected with an air of I-told-you-so.

And the patrols.

“She’s right,” M’Kenzi sat bolt upright. “For all the good they do - but if they see us, they’ll follow protocol. They’ll assume we’re smugglers or pirates, chase us down, take the ship, or blow us up. And then sort out the mess later.”

“Would you feel better if I ordered an E-alert?” Seamus asked.

“Yes,” M’Kenzi said and moved to give Seamus the command chair.

“Grace, sound an E-alert – everyone to their stations, shields up, weapons on. Oh, and send Davis and Mathews to bay twelve, I don’t want our cargo getting too excited.” Seamus sat and began pressing keys on the control pads. The Cerberus accelerated forward as the dimensional wave formed under the ship and they entered the Slide. He kept the engines on for a few minutes and then cut the power.  

Captain, the course you’ve plotted will take us through the main asteroid belt and very close to the star.

“Don’t worry, the shields will hold.”

I am aware of this, Captain. I was just wondering, why?

“When we pass through the belt, I’m going to pick up some debris and magnetize it to the shields, so that when we start falling towards the star we’ll just look like a rock that got bumped out of orbit. It’s an old smuggler’s trick.” 

The bridge suddenly became alive with activity. The portal glowed dimly and through it walked four of the crew. They addressed the Captain and Commander in turn and took up their stations – communications, weapons, navigation, and auxiliary systems.

“The ship is secure. All stations have reported in,” M’Kenzi announced.

“Now, with a little luck,” before Seamus could finish his sentence an indicator light on his command console blinked on, followed by a soft alarm.

M’Kenzi, who was standing nearby, moved closer. “I’ve never seen that indicator before.”

“Disregard, Commander.” On a nearby screen Seamus pulled up a tight map of a large cluster of ice and rock on the outer edge of the main asteroid belt.

“If there’s something wrong, I need to know,” M’Kenzi said sternly.

“I said disregard.” Seamus tapped his fingers against his armrest. “Grace, contact Kordelia and ask her to meet me in cargo bay two. You have the bridge, Commander.” Without another word, Seamus left the bridge.

M’Kenzi was patient for about two minutes. She adjusted the chair monitor to be sure her’s were the only eyes which could see it and typed in a command on the control panel.  

Nothing happened.  

She tried again.  

Nothing.  

“Grace, why aren’t the scanners working in bay two?”

They have been temporarily disconnected at the request of the Captain.

M’Kenzi pushed the monitor away. What’s going on? She counted to ten, trying to calm herself – it didn’t work. “Henson, you have the bridge.”

Just then, Kordelia walked through the portal. “Clear the bridge. I want you to go help keep things quiet in bay twelve. Henson, I’ll need you back in engineering. Keep the Fold engines hot.”

“Yes, Chief,” Henson said.

“Belay that.” Everyone on the bridge froze at M’Kenzi’s words. “Chief, you hardly have the authority,”

“Captain’s orders.”

It was M’Kenzi’s turn to pause. She chewed on her lower lip and for several seconds seriously gave thought to countermanding the orders. “Clear the bridge. Henson, you heard the Chief - report to engineering.” When the portal had gone gray, M’Kenzi – who had kept an icy lock on Kordelia’s eyes – unleashed her fury. “What the hell is going on here!?”

Kordelia held up her hands in peace – finding M’Kenzi’s anger a bit amusing. “Easy, Commander,”

Several long seconds passed while M’Kenzi’s jaw worked on grinding down her teeth.  Finally her stance softened and she returned to the command chair. “What’s going on?”

Kordelia blew out a long breath of air, only then realizing she had been holding it. She came to stand alongside the command chair. “Have you heard of the Cache Society?”

M’Kenzi recognized the name. It was a secret society. Secret meetings. Secret handshakes. Rumors of people of rank and standing being secretly associated with the society. M’Kenzi hated secrets. She nodded. She watched as Kordelia pulled a necklace out from under her shirt. It was on a long chain. The charm was made of gold – or something which looked like gold. It was a circle, inside of which was a square, which was further divided into four quadrants, each of which had a series of lines (horizontal, vertical, wavy, diagonal). “And?”

Kordelia tucked the charm back inside her shirt and stepped back from the command chair. She hadn’t thought M’Kenzi would make it this hard. “Seamus and I are members.”

“I gathered.”

Kordelia’s temper flared. “We have certain...ah, obligations, when certain situations present themselves.”

Excuse me, Commander, Chief,

“Not now, Grace,” they both snapped at once.

The air fell silent for a moment. “Could you be more vague?” M’Kenzi tapped the command chair and began calling up ship status reports, refusing to even look in Kordelia’s direction.

“Yes, I could. I could have ordered you to your quarters – in fact, I wanted to,” Kordelia said a bit more heatedly than she had intended.

“Why didn’t you?” M’Kenzi turned to look at the Chief.

“Seamus has a higher regard for you than I do.” Kordelia could see it in M’Kenzi’s eyes – she was actually hurt. Suddenly the anger in her died, and she took a half step towards the command chair before stopping herself. Bolts! Who knew she had feelings?

Commander?

They both ignored Grace – despite the almost urgent tone.

M’Kenzi cleared the command chair’s screen and stood. “She’s all yours.”

“M’Kenzi,”
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