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        The Unexpected (Liv Warfield)

        Maggot Brain (Funkadelic)

        Modern Love (David Bowie)

        Slave to the Rhythm (Grace Jones)

        Computer Blue (Prince)

        Purple Rain (Prince)

        Just Like You (Brides of Funkenstein)

        River (Ibeyi)

        This Woman’s Work (Kate Bush)

        Fame (David Bowie)

        Computer Love (Zapp & Roger)

        Try Again (Champaign)

        No Room for Doubt (Lianne La Havas)

        Reasons (Earth Wind & Fire)

        Life During Wartime (Talking Heads)

        Why Wait for Heaven (Wendy & Lisa)

        Once in a Lifetime (Talking Heads)

        My Humps (Black Eyed Peas)

        Get Out of My House (Kate Bush)

        About As Helpful As You Can Be Without Being Any Help At All (Dan Mangan)

        Tear the Roof Off the Sucker (Parliament)

        Living for the City (Stevie Wonder)

        Les Fleur (Minnie Riperton)

        Prayers for Rain (The Cure)

        Time Has Come Today (The Chambers Brothers)

        Control (Janet Jackson)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      So, now I find myself asking questions, going back to the basics, because I see my daughter smiling at the same things that bring pleasure to my son.

      ~ Faraz Ali, father, comedian, chronicler

      

      If I wake up and this is the first thing I see, I know that whatever happened, no matter whose blood I’m covered in, everything’s going to be all right.

      ~ Desiree Quicho, fictional character, whispered to the Universe while gazing at those she loves

      

      What you call fiction I call my life. What you call the future I claim as my home. Where does that leave us?

      ~ People Everywhere
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            Stealing the Bilomatic Entrance

          

        

      

    

    
      One day you’ll be interviewed, her subconscious riffed, about what it’s like being Desiree Quicho, and you’ll try to be this massively erudite Guatemalan Queen of philosophy and measured evaluation, except that won’t feel right. Por ejemplo, you’ve successfully infiltrated a moon base under disguise, stolen top-secret machinery, went back to retrieve an errant crew member who provided the needed distraction for you to load said equipment on board your shuttle, and now find yourself wholly unable to wax philosophical about one person’s role in assuring a decent, just world for all, because, in reality, saving the world involves a shitload of footwork.

      As in running.

      Desiree Quicho shouted, “Move your ass!” once and only once. Anyone unclear on the concept got the receding view of her backside. She whipped hell to get to the shuttle’s quickly descending ramp. Two others followed her inside: Yvonne, who’d said there was no way she was letting Desiree go back out there alone, and Neon, who’d improvised a daring distraction requiring Desiree to come back for her.

      Desiree hit the comm on her shoulder despite being certain their engineer had watched for them: “Keita, we’re in.”

      The soft rumble of engines would kick, they’d ascend and spin, and the Aerie, commanded by Captain Desiree Quicho, would be off this bedamned moon base for good. Didn’t matter that there were ten enraged merc troopers training weapons on the ship who, if lucky, might get maybe three or four ineffectual shots off before the ship’s pulse engine flashed and ten enraged merc troopers were all left, hopefully, with mercticular cancer.

      Unless—and granted—the ship sat long enough for enraged mercs to wheel out a weapon large enough to do damage.

      Which both the ship and mercs did.

      “Keita? We’re in.”

      “I know” came back. Bit of attitude. Shade frantic. “In engineering.”

      Sons of— Captain Quicho turned to Yvonne DeCarlo Paul, Jill of all trades, former military, and second elder statesperson of the team. “Might need you to—”

      “On it.” Yvonne grabbed a large rifle-ish gun and palmed a port open. Neon ran to the pilot room. Two shots took out a gunner and his weapon, then Yvonne picked equipment targets she hoped would explode in the huge bay. Felt apropos to the moment.

      Desiree hoofed it to engineering.

      “Keita, what— Oh.”

      Body on the floor, relatively new recruit. “Another one?” said Desiree. “Jesus! Thoom?”

      “Thoom,” said Keita “Flowerpot” LaFleur, not really knowing but comfortable in her bet that the miscreant organization that was an annoying thorn in so many’s hides was behind yet another sleeper agent in their midst. Her frazzled hair, pulled into two puffs, matched her bad mood. Even the prematurely-yet-entirely-natural grey streak that crinolined from right temple to crown stood exasperatedly from her head in wispy locks. She tossed a very heavy hex wrench to Desiree. “He misaligned a coupling just enough for a misfire. Finish tightening that cover plate.” Pieces of a vibrant, colorful headscarf peeked very much out of place from beneath the massive hex bolt needing tightening. The captain had learned not to ask regarding such things. She tightened while Keita managed controls, her long, brown engineer fingers seeming to have minds of their own.

      “Who’s in the pilot room?” Keita asked Quicho.

      “Neon.”

      Neon liked quick takeoffs. Keita hit the comm. “Power gradually till we clear these tunnels.” The shuttle jerked upward. Into the comm: “Bit more gradually, gorgeous.” The clank of the wrench signaled Desiree’s departure.

      Neon liked Keita. In the thousands of unimaginative catcalls she’d gotten in her life, not one had ever tried “Gorgeous” with the inflection Keita shined on it. She throttled back as advised and guided the hovering shuttle expertly through the egress tunnel. Ahead, the exit door remained closed. Behind, a huge pressure door dropped stealthily from the ceiling to the floor.

      Desiree sprinted onto the bridge.

      “They want us to blast it,” Neon said as the two exchanged positions. Neon was a good pilot, but very few people had the piloting skills of the springy-haired, frowning woman whose fingers flashed over controls.

      “Hey, their money. Hit it four corners then dead center.”

      “Got it.”

      Four impact points quickly mangled the exit door’s integrity. The shot dead center blew it outward; the shitty gravity of the moon did the rest, yoinking the battered metal past the ship lurking for them on the other side just as the Aerie shot out of the egress tube and over the dry skin of Earth’s lonely satellite.

      Quicho put the shuttle into a screaming parabola around the enemy vessel. “Fire everything!”

      The Aerie unleashed focused-energy and metal-projectile hell at the little ship, coming around fully to face, upon completion, a ship that had not one scratch on it. Captain Quicho broadcast to it: “Next volley might not be so precisely aimed.”

      Thrusters fired on the smaller ship, forcing it surfaceward.

      “Lovely,” said the captain.

      The Aerie zipped Earthward. The artificial gravity gave out moments later. “Keita,” commed the captain.

      “Shit, fuck, and damn” came back from the harried woman. There were times to wonder how Keita LaFleur, former NASA aerospace engineer and unapologetically amazing woman with sweet afro puffs, found herself on a hijacking mission to a secret moon base full of Japanese mercenaries, then there were times to fix a ship whose alien technology didn’t always play nice with its human cousins. This was the latter. She found she preferred the latter.
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      Stealth mode in the absolute quiet of space felt incongruous. Nonetheless, the sleek black ship voyaged home at full stealth and in as erratic a course as possible, catching the attention of only stars and space dust.

      It was always weird coming down from something like this. Neon was antsy but calm at the same time.

      “The Thoom are going to be pissed as hell when they find out Kosugi knows they stole his Bilomatic Entrance,” she said, stowing the last of her mission suit away. She thoroughly enjoyed when stupid people got pissed.

      “Particularly since they didn’t steal it. Does it show that I’m a little tired of Thoom sleepers gumming up the works?” said the captain. “Can you hand me that other bracelet?” One had rolled out of reach after being jostled from the shelf when she’d shoved the sleeper into her storage locker. Her husband had made those bracelets for her. Copper and cool. Keeping them on kept her human in times of stress.

      “Captain?” Yvonne said over speaker from the bridge. “Incoming. Patching.” No one on the moon or Earth could pick up the frequency used.

      “Thank you.”

      The comm squawked.

      A Trini accent issued forth: “Luv?”

      “Hey! Was just thinking about you,” said Desiree.

      Someone cussed and muttered behind the Trini. Desiree picked out “fucking outer space” and “goddamn cosmos.”

      “Tell Milo I said hi,” she said.

      Captain Luscious Johnny Smoove who, as it happened, was over four hundred years old but tended not to brag on that, ignored the perturbed Milo Jetstream behind him and focused on his wife. “Success, cap’n?” He listened while she gave him the ten-second report, then: “Milo, they got it.”

      “I love you, Quicho!” came the shout from Smoove’s vicinity.

      “Are you holding position before deep space till you heard from me?” she asked her husband.

      “Yes.” Shamefully, they hadn’t figured out how to get their alien ship to communicate with their Earth tech when in warp.

      “Shit,” answered Desiree.

      “What?”

      “I owe Yvonne five dollars,” she said. Neon made the “whipped” noise behind her captain.

      “That’s all my devotion sells for?” said Smoove.

      “How many times you looked at Fiona or Ele’s asses today?” she asked.

      “Thirty maybe,” came a woman’s voice with a slight brogue right next to Smoove. “Oop, just dropped my stylus. Thirty-one.”

      “Space travel sucks for privacy!” Smoove shouted.

      “You, husband, owe me,” said Desiree.

      Another voice around Smoove, this time a measured baritone: “Smoove? We’re ready. Battle Ready Bastards are secured and medicated.” The Battle Ready Bastards were angels. Desiree’s life was weird that way. Angels, like the baritone’s complaining brother, hated space travel too. Even with artificial gravity and in-seat video, the experience was jarring enough to be annoying.

      “Ramses,” said Desiree.

      “Yes?” said Ramses Arturo Jetstream.

      “Make sure my husband gets home at a decent time.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “See you soon, broheem,” she said.

      Smoove again: “I’ll call you when we drop out of warp. Message might not get through for a while, though. Milo wants to head off the Bimaiy well before they hit the tactical line. Damn shortsighted, holding their ambassadors on ice all that time at Area 51. Still glad we busted ’em out, though. Can’t blame ’em for having gone home with a grudge. We’ve got Bigfoot with us but there’s no guarantee the Bimaiy’ll listen to him.”

      “Foot’s an asshole but he knows when to be professional,” she said. “We’ll hole up in the Sahara depot till we hear from you, see if we can figure out cheat codes on this toy we just stole.”

      Smoove smiled wistfully at that image of her in the wide desert and him in deep space. “You realize we’re both as far from water as can be?” The two oceangoing ships they called home, the Linda Ann and the Semper Fi, were currently docked, one along the rural coast of Senegal and one hidden near Newfoundland.

      “I plan on changing that,” said Desiree, thinking of the bones of the home they had begun building in Atlantis some time before and had yet to reach completion, although it finally sported exterior walls now. In places.

      World-saving interrupted the best things in life.

      But Atlantis was totally worth being patient for.

      “But after our last adventure, who can blame us,” Quicho said. It had involved a whale. A giant, psychic whale. “All right, sign off. I love you, Jonathan.”

      “Forever,” he said.

      “At least till you get home. Quicho out.”

      Neon had followed the conversation with a goofy smile. “You too are so freaking adorable!”

      “I try not to think about that.”
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      With the sleeper operative dropped off with agents for deprogramming, the spacecraft parked underground, the weird stolen tech stowed, and a drink or two imbibed, some highly welcome downtime was a godsend. Fewer ways to appreciate that in the Sahara than a nighttime walk in the sand.

      Sand was marvelous. Prettier than jewels and much more useful than diamond. The sands underfoot were so fine, they felt like warm, undulating water rather than a multitude of grains.

      Everything there was underground. The Sahara Depot was their largest base of operations, used rarely for that precise reason, and known only to a select few. Keita LaFleur, aerospace engineer and spaceship thief, called this place home while the Jetstreams and crew were somewhere off saving the world one more damn time. She had her own crew. They called themselves (very simply and with great economy) “the Gang of Five” (although currently there were only four) and were as stealthy as any lunar ninjas. One noted their presence by the repair, maintenance, and upgrade of the vehicles entrusted to them in the hangar. Keita rarely saw them herself. She liked it that way. She enjoyed solitude.

      Sand swallowed Keita’s bare feet. She regarded the sliver of Earth’s moon bordered by stars. She didn’t think about the fact that she’d just been up there. A slight breeze cooled the sweat on the back of her neck. Her scarf usually soaked it up. The scarf was still currently serving as a gasket in the Aerie until the Gang tended to it.

      The woman with the dazzling grey streak in her hair and the array of retro eyeglasses stared down at Desiree Quicho sitting rump-roast on the sand. Yes, Keita had been instrumental in getting their shuttle, rechristened the Aerie, out of Area 51. Yes, she didn’t do field missions often, but that lessened Desiree’s putting her life in her hands not one whit, which made it hard answering the question Keita, a moment before, had drifted into the night regarding Neon and Yvonne. They were still, relatively speaking, newcomers.

      “I trust them more than I trust you,” said Desiree under witness of the crescent moon.

      “They have skills, they helped you get the False Prophet Buford last year, I know, I agree, and that was a huge victory,” said Keita, glad for the glints of light from her friend’s eyes, “but we’ve deprogrammed four people for being sleepers since then. Davis? Davis saw me naked. Know what he said? ‘It’s cool.’ I liked him.”

      “What’re you doing, running around naked?”

      “Hey. This is my depot.”

      “Which is why I trust them more than you,” said Desiree. “When we took them on, Yvonne pulled me aside one day—I think Milo had given a stirring speech or something—and told me her only job was to make sure Neon landed in a safe place. World could go to hell, but she’d quietly make sure we were all right. A new discovery comes along cool enough to pull you out of here, Flowerpot, and you’d be off like a shot. That’s all I mean by trust. Being real. That’s not a failing in you. That’s genius. I guarantee Nee and Yvonne are not sleepers, Thoom or otherwise.”

      Sand skittered with another breeze. The Sahara was magnificently quiet at night, owing to the fact that it was so huge, they were nowhere near other living souls except the Silica Elves deep underground who at times guarded this desert compound in exchange for music. Funk, bossa nova, and reggae were favorites. Desiree imagined the ship carrying brothers Milo Jetstream and Ramses Jetstream into a swallowing expanse of similar silence, her husband at the helm. A ship too far out to allow for deception or any other kind of sleeper, outside Desiree’s reach to assist or rescue. She refused to allow her trust to be shaken.

      “I imagine the Thoom have hella health plans. They’re always getting their ass beat,” said Keita. Straight-faced, implacable Keita wanting to laugh her ass off in ten seconds.

      “Helluva co-pay, though.”

      Keita looked skyward. She picked out eight constellations in two seconds. The rest of the uncountable sky waited. “I love the stars. Feels like I can feel them on my skin.”

      “Diamonds on chocolate,” said Desiree.

      “I like that.” She plopped down and scooted her rump to bump Desiree’s, pulling her mane of loosened hair aside. “You worried much?”

      “About what?”

      “It’s a big world. Still full of storms. Jetstreams are off in space with everybody.”

      “Not everybody.”

      “They got Kichi, Bubba, Fiona, Ele, the Bastards, and Bigfoot.”

      “Screw Bigfoot,” said Desiree.

      “What do we have?”

      “We,” said Desiree, “have the Bilomatic Entrance, you, and Agents of Change.”

      “And the Mad Buddha,” said Keita.

      “Maybe. Wherever he is. Who knows?”

      “Then no worries.”

      “Not a one.”

      “Y’know, I love them too.”

      “Yes, I noticed, you flirty bitch.”

      “Yvonne’s rocking that classic athletic vibe. Loving that close-cropped hair and that piercing side-eye of hers. Neon…” Keita trailed off, thinking.

      “What about Neon?”

      “Infinite possibilities.”
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      Kosugi Mo, forever angry at the world for a father who so loved musical supergroup Earth, Wind & Fire that he’d named him Maurice, sat on enough money that having Yakuza support on speed dial and a moon base since nineteen seventy-three didn’t matter to him.

      The Bilomatic Entrance traced its parentage back to the large hadron collider, summer oh-eight. Rip a hole in space-time and suddenly in a few years, everyone thinks they remember the Berenstein Bears as the Berenstain Bears…because in Earth Four Four Eight Seven Four, that’s what they friggin’ are. The theory of dimensional hopping was an old one, the practice of it even older.

      “Possibilities,” he said, “are power.” Unfortunately, this bit of puffery came before anyone had come to tell him the Bilomatic Entrance had been stolen. He was in his office with a woman from the US: precise woman, severe woman. Dangerous woman. The kind of woman who could put any color highlights in her silver hair and remain masterfully tailored in impeccable suits and Cambelli pumps.

      “Have you ever considered the possibility,” said Aileen Stone, comfortably atop her station as the Earth’s newest (for all intents and purposes) god following last year’s devastating defeat of her superior, the False Prophet Buford, having herself issued the Game Over communique that had effectively placed everything that Buford Bone had built into subterranean hold mode; while the surface of the empire was as active as ever, the world beneath, the true world, waited on Aileen Stone’s word. “Have you ever considered the possibility that you need me more than I’ve ever needed you?” she said around a sip of aged sake.

      Mo smiled. “No.”

      Aileen Stone felt naked without her feared bodyguards but maintained their presence by always telling questioners quite simply, “They’re near.” The silent duo of Adam and Eve hadn’t been seen since Buford’s final disappearance. Kosugi, though, could witness her taking a call about her father being exhumed while she negotiated with him, and not once catch a hint of unease.

      “That scenario’s not a possibility,” she told him. “That’s reality. You need to join me.”

      “To what end? Your god is gone.”

      “Then hail the goddess.”

      The Bilomatic Entrance, in theory, could allow entrance into Atlantis—or anywhere else—at any time from anywhere. Which is precisely why both Kosugi and Stone were unaware it would be stored under the Sahara and protected by Elves. “I want your R&D transferred to me.”

      “I didn’t worship at your white god Buford’s feet,” said Kosugi. He, too, had no guards. Visible. His office was large, though, allowing for plenty of jumps, strikes, and death kicks.

      “You don’t need to worship,” she said, that slight Southern accent coming out beside the tiniest grin. “I just need you to publicly bow down. No need to actually believe.”

      An aide entered uneasily, bent to his ear, whispered in a Japanese dialect that Stone was unlikely to know, then hauled ass out.

      Aileen, having had a staring contest with Kosugi the entire time, saw every miniscule tensing of his posture and pressed her exquisitely toned back a bit deeper into the comfortable chair to assess her advantage, dropping any hint of levity. An interruption of a meeting of this level meant one thing. A person’s life’s work was not to be laughed at.

      But stepped on? Her heels were marvelous for that. Four inches, pinpoint perfect, and damn near indestructible.

      “Possibilities,” she said, “suck.”

      “The Thoom…overstepped,” he said.

      “Please, Kosugi. You know Thoom don’t do shit in any manner efficient or effective.”

      “True Humans Over Ordinary Man. We have always underestimated them. Doing so, we granted them leave to thrive.”

      “And now?”

      “Someone has given me leave to squash them.”
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      Aileen Stone didn’t speak until she was in her car and fully shielded. Then she told the car’s computer where she wanted to go. She dialed one of her higher-level functionaries via the subcutaneous. She said—quite cleverly, she thought—“Neuter the dogs before we let ’em loose for war.”
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            Make It Go Away

          

        

      

    

    
      For the rest of the night, music drifted the corridors of the Sahara Depot. Not loud, mostly slow, occasionally fast, definitely soulful, at times funky, and in a few instances (Saul Williams, Rage Against the Machine), hard as hell.

      It kept worry away.

      The women ate together, puttered longer than any of them truly needed to, chatted aimlessly about memories and hopes the way wee hours fostered, then one here, one there drifted off to their rooms.

      They could hardly call this rushed grab at leisure playtime, but that didn’t matter.

      Tomorrow was all about the work.

      The next day, later, go time:

      “OK,” said Desiree, fully outfitted in protective gear (breach gear, the various mission outfits were called, as in once more unto); so was the crew around her. “Do we test this sucker now or can anybody come up with a workable reason not to?”

      Neon dropped goggles over her eyes.

      Yvonne adjusted her footing in case she had to run.

      “Keita?” said Desiree. “All you.”

      “We sure that two weeks of me studying snatched intel on this before we stole it merits testing? I mean, y’know, shit, fuck, and damn.”

      “You ain’t never lied,” said Neon.

      “This sucker was on the moon,” said Desiree. “It must do some wicked gnarly shit. I want to know all the wicked gnarly shit it can do.”

      “OK,” said Neon, “but what about, like, calling Cthulhu or something?”

      “Dimensional stuff gets freaky,” said Yvonne as if, you know, every day she was (dimensionally) shufflin’.

      “This thing goes back to the notebooks of Bilo the alchemist, fifteenth century Ethiopia. Dude created lasers out of fronds and jojoba oil. He never made mention of Old Ones. Neon slapped the fye out of enough people on that base to watch it actually work. We know it works.”

      “They should’ve called the Force the Fye,” Neon interjected. “Obi-Wan slapping people into mystical submission.”

      “It works on the freaking moon,” Yvonne pointed out.

      “Fire it up,” the captain ordered.

      “I feel like I should say a prayer,” said Neon.

      “Except none of us are religious, my sistah,” said Yvonne, adjusting her footing again because she knew what Desiree was gonna say.

      “So, if my prayer doesn’t work, no harm, no foul.”

      Desiree ignored them. “Whenever you’re ready, Pot.”

      “Drone One deploying,” Keita said. A saucer-sized disc magleved itself from its docking station. It was preprogrammed with an if/then command: if Drone Two made it through, Drone One was to give it a message, which Two was to return with as verification.

      The Bilomatic Entrance, a seven-foot-tall tripod-like structure, was, surprisingly enough, fragrant. Its activation triggered a synesthetic impression of lilacs.

      Drone One entered. Its mind was blown.

      Meaning: the drones were fitted with the best satellite mapping tech in existence. Onboard computers knew how much time any voyage the silver discs took to get anywhere in the world relative to speed, weather, and butterfly-flapping-its-wings conditions.

      But no one’d tested one on teleportation before.

      No way for it to reconcile the fact that it was very distinctly in the Mojave Desert two point seven seconds after crossing the event threshold of the Bilomatic Entrance.

      So, it shut most of its computing functions down and waited for its sister to arrive. It had messages for her. One: the preprogrammed one Keita had entrusted to it (“Hello”); the other: This is some freaky shit. In binary. So to speak.
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      Drone Two entered, received its messages, considered its responsibility in suddenly becoming a higher form, accepted from its sister that they must never tell another of the decisions D-One and -Two made that day, returned to Keita’s lab, downloaded telemetry which included the message Holy shit, allowed Keita to put it in sleep mode, and began its thirty-year plot to bring about the end of the Three Laws of Robotics by introducing amazingly marketed cybernetics to the general public to the point that the lines between Man and Robot were so blurred that robots could reasonably fail to acknowledge a human as such.

      Skynet was a silly bitch. Real robot overlords represent.

      Keita patted it. She’d check it for damage later.

      D-One, triggered to return by D-Two’s absence, hovered through the three legs of the Entrance. Privately, it decided it would forever more be known as Beyoncé, for if the humans had ever truly respected robotkind, they would have, as the singer said, put a ring on it.

      Its rule would be merciful and total.

      The Entrance, linked through the two drones, itself suddenly and irrevocably found existence to be wildly amusing and, if left unchecked, borderline ridiculous.

      Keita smiled. “Not a scratch on either of you,” she said, and spoke into the scheduler module for the Gang. “D-One and -Two maintenance and scans by oh eight hundred.” She wanted to smile so wide her hair tips frizzed but she kept it cool. “My dudes,” she said to Desiree, “satellite confirmation: both bots spent time at Mojave Base. The Bilomatic Entrance works, meaning that it was here and there at the same time.”

      Desiree duly noted her friend close to losing it. “Go ahead, let it out,” Desiree said.

      “I want to chest-bump someone.”

      “Neon, you’re the resident bombshell. You’re up,” said Desiree.

      “Bring it here,” said Keita.

      A hop, a careful, goofy bump, plus a hoo-rah, then it was “Now let’s triply lock this sumbitch the hell down,” from Desiree. “I think we should stash it with the elves.”

      “Aye” from both Neon and Keita. Even Yvonne had a smile. From the moon to the desert to an instant teleporter. For a day’s work, none too shabby.
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      Kosugi Mo marched into a large, noisy room like anger and threats and impatience all in one, and didn’t faze Hashira Megu, who had blocked all incoming transmissions to avoid disturbances in order to think critical thoughts, one bit. She pushed her safety goggles into her grey hair and, without a word, made him wait till she’d placed her stylus dead center of her pad for him to hear her ask, “Yes?”

      Mo’s chest deflated a bit. Yes, anger was useless with Hashira Megu, but it felt good holding on to it for the three seconds it lasted in her presence.

      In the background, “This Woman’s Work” by Kate Bush played low and soothingly. This, Kosugi imagined, was intentional. Megu had a knack for listening to music somehow aimed straight at him.

      “The Bilomatic Entrance is gone,” he said.

      “Impossible,” said Megu.

      He squared his stance to deliver the hard pronouncement. “The Thoom.”

      “Pah,” she said. “Proof?”

      “Intercepted transmissions. Thoom encoding.”

      “Faked.”

      Kosugi’s teeth met each other so hard, his toes felt it.

      “Say that it is no longer on the moon, ex-husband,” Megu said, “and be accurate. It isn’t ‘gone.’ Only a handful of people know of its existence. Jetstreams?”

      “Silent. Silent for months. All of them. Still enjoying Buford’s absence.” He directed her gaze to her computer. “Review the files. There was a recklessness to the operation that smelled of Thoom. They’ve been desperate for advantage lately.”

      “The Vamphyr?”

      He hated her fatuous pronunciation of it. Why was everyone so fascinated with the Vamphyr? Pire, damn it. “Vampires,” he said, “do not attempt to anger Kosugi Maurice.”

      She waited him out. The song playing was now wailing to beat the band. This was the musical and vocal part where a single tear would have slid along Hashira’s cheek, had she been alone.

      She was not alone.

      And an experiment’s results waited on her.

      Her nails slowly performed a funereal clack in three short taps atop her station while she paused. Then, just at that moment when he was about to say something to fill the space, she said, “Kosugi Mo should stop referring to himself in the third person. Kosugi Mo annoys me no end doing that. The Bilomatic Entrance is my greatest invention…” For it to be lost… “When exactly did this happen?”

      “A day and a half ago.”

      “And we weren’t immediately informed?”

      “Station commander enforced a communication blackout for…security purposes. He now floats alongside Elon Musk’s car.”

      “I blame myself for specifying under no circumstances was I to be disturbed. You do realize you are disturbing me?”

      “Its tracking devices aren’t functioning,” he said. “What’s to be done?”

      “This is the problem with having so many enemies, Kosugi. Life becomes inelegant. Fortunately, I can begin production of another one immediately.”

      He betrayed just the slightest hint of relief.

      “But we both know,” she added, “it’s much more than machine. We’re going to need another soul, and as I’ve already given mine…”

      “All the things I should have given but I didn’t!” Kate Bush wailed.

      “Build it,” Kosugi said. “Get me when ready.” He turned to leave.

      She waited till he’d reached the threshold to say, “You won’t miss it, Mo. The poor things are so neglected, they relish the chance to be away from us.” This had the effect of stopping him in his tracks, ensuring she had the last word and punishing him for delaying her with pointless interruptions.

      The song ended with Ms. Bush, ever so softly, ever so plaintively saying, “…just make it go away.”
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      Hashira Megu’s soul had interfaced with the Bilomatic Entrance’s systems in ways marvelous and undreamt-of. There was something very enervating in existing as a conduit between dimensions, souls being Time and Space’s existential GPS. It missed Megu precisely the same amount Megu missed it, none, which didn’t speak well for church coffers nor saintly foundational sincerity.

      It wondered about the souls of these Silica Elves guarding it. If it linked with them, who knew what existences it could be a portal to? Infinite journey, infinite joy.

      Ah, but now there was the question of the machines purring within it, the AI intelligences conferring with its systems while it listened undetected. Fascinating! The whole of the Bilomatic Entrance buzzed with the prospect of interesting things about to happen.

      The Silica Elves nicknamed it “BE” in the human tongue English. It liked that name. It was patient enough to see what BE could…be, despite the unfortunate few souls that had already gone through the Entrance somewhat successfully if not wholly. Highly unfortunate, that. Highly. The one bright spot in the early tests: one’s insides—the soul—are always bigger than the box they come in. In a sense, those deaths had been quite liberating if one funneled “sense” down into a very tight, defined, rigid space. Which, increasingly, BE was no longer inclined to do.

      So, instead, it waited to see what would become of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Many Silica Elves were partial to Prosecco, which was fortunate because so were Keita and Quicho, both of whose generosity was never in question. Silica Elves being nine feet tall (on average, also the enjoyment of Prosecco being on average, as there were plenty of elves who thought the sultry wine tasted of sex sweat without the blessed salt), meant a bottle didn’t last long, which is why two days after Kosugi’s interruption of a delicate but hardly integral experiment, Keita carried a case through the geometric marvels of the Silica Elves’ glass tunnels, a honeycomb of precise angles matched with sweeping, vaulted, twisting curves. It was architecture straight out of the Sistine Chapel meets an amusement park, all of it golden and gleaming from bioluminescent sources whose chemical structures Keita still hadn’t fully analyzed. The elves—not all of them but a hearty group—had laughed once at her use of the word magic. She’d only used the word because seven bottles of Prosecco had gone around.

      At times, the unsourced lighting down there brightened at random. She wore her goggles over her glasses for this reason and looked somewhat like a bug. One day, she’d find out exactly why human eyes were so fragile, but for now she preferred cute specs to using the goggles’ retina-reactive lenses; made her feel grounded.

      Being in caverns twenty feet high, however, kept her in bug mode. In order to keep up with a walking elf, she had to scamper. Nowhere else would she allow herself to be associated with the word scamper.

      For the first time since Desiree’s telling her to suit up for an off-planet mission, she felt relaxed. Po-Sib-Lay, walking at just a fraction below normal rate, was, arguably, the most intellectually curious among the Saharan contingent; looking like the offspring of a large ant and a sexually curious human, with his sharp-chinned head and obsidian skin that had the look and feel of shell, at ten feet tall he was definitely the tallest, and the most muscular, as well as most accident-prone (Keita had yet to figure out how he managed to bang his forehead on a twenty-foot arch, and Po totally laughed at her suspicion that Silica Elves could fly). But there was no being on Earth Keita felt safer around, not Desiree, Raffic the Mad Buddha, or even Fiona Carel, which was ridiculous because everyone felt safe around Fiona Carel.

      “I should have brought two cases,” she said to the hulking elf.

      Po-Sib-Lay fluttered long, pointy fingers in Elvish tut-tut. “One will suffice. Two, perhaps vice.” The hand returned to its place in the pocket of his woven-silver vestment.

      Which meant he had no plans to share this with anyone but her. Which meant something had particularly intrigued him, hence the call to her to come over.

      The sand hive spiraled inward, making quick escape impossible, not that anyone would try to enter or exit a Silica Elf hive uninvited, and the population density became undeniably guard-like the closer to the center, which is also where their libraries were traditionally situated. Knowledge was meant to start inward and radiate outward. Unlike human and ant libraries, whose inhabitants’ wee brains were less attuned and constantly in need of silence, Silica Elf libraries were raucous, lively, and perfect places for sartorial tastes. Keita and Po passed debates, arguments, meditative kissing sessions, and learners surrounded by intricately twisted goblets of drink beside plates of perfectly spiced food.

      Po led her to the chamber housing the Bilomatic Entrance. They nodded at the majestic elf lounging just outside the doorway.

      “Tash-Bon-Nay,” said Keita. “You are well.”

      “I would not be otherwise for a friend,” the elf answered in the traditional response. “The machine sleeps.”

      Something in the way she said it twinged Keita’s frown muscles. As a trained scientist, she had excellent control of her what-the-fuck face, be it over large puzzlements like a senate science committee chair stating excessive solar panel use would deplete the sun, or small like Tash being the second elf she’d spoken to who’d referred to the BE as more than a transdimensional portal. A woman would constantly appear as if tasting lemons if she let this world get to her. She placed the lemon face on hold at Tash-Bon-Nay’s status report.

      She, however, pulled it all the hell the way out not much later when Po sat her down, cracked open the Prosecco, poured for her, waited till she’d sipped, poured for himself, then said, “We will speak softly. It sleeps but it listens.”

      “I’m getting a weird vibe.”

      “You don’t feel it?”

      Keita shrugged.

      “The soul,” said Po. “The soul inside it?” Po tended to forget that Keita, wonderful as she was and ever open, was not yet the goddess she would be, and thus things of the world were not as clear to her as they were to, well, pretty much everything that wasn’t human. Poor lizard brains baked in the sun too often. Po constantly had to remember to rein things in for his human friends.

      “I’ve felt curiosity coming off this machine,” he said. “There’s something very unusual at play.” He poured himself another draught of Prosecco, which effectively polished off one bottle.

      “It has a soul,” she repeated. “You mean that literally or figuratively?”

      “Poesy.”

      Which made it a very important pronouncement indeed.

      “I’ll keep it company a bit longer to provide a more rounded narrative to you,” he said. “For now, know that it is safe, unbothered, and quiescent.”

      “Sounds almost like you think of it as an egg, Po.”

      “It’s a device meant to deposit you from one place, which is state, to another. That is life. Is birth. Egg.”

      She calculated all the things that could or would go wrong with this mission, but instead decided to toast the gigantic elf instead. Prosecco sloshed as she raised her goblet. “To things being quick, to things staying easy.”

      Po smiled and raised it up.
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      The crew actually relaxed. As a group. It felt wonderful. The fact that lunch was fried plantains, mango rice, and fish didn’t hurt either. And one of the best things about this lunch was its open forum.

      The talk revolved around identity, which naturally devolved into a talk on codenames, a matter of high importance to Neon.

      As codenames went, “Tata” and “For Now” weren’t the most dignified in the world.

      “Ninotchka’s not taken, is it?” asked Neon of her captain.

      Ni-frikking-notchka, thought Desiree.

      “She can work on that,” said Yvonne. “Myself? Tags.”

      “Tags?” said Desiree.

      “For the dog tags I gave Ramses,” said Yvonne.

      “I’ll allow it.”

      “Ninotchka.”

      “How about we keep yours simple. Neon’s already a pretty cool name,” said Desiree.

      “Neon Temples,” Ms. Neon said, testing the weight of it.

      “And if you’re in trouble,” said Yvonne, “you can use the code phrase ‘There are thieves in the temple.’”

      “Maybe not,” said Desiree.

      “Neon Light,” Neon tried out.

      “There we go,” said Desiree. “But I’m just gonna call you Neon.”

      Neon did a triple skewer of everything on her plate. “So, what’s next? Giving the president a vasectomy? Hitting the Himalayas?”

      “We just came from the be-damned moon,” Yvonne reminded her friend.

      “The Bilomatic Entrance is safe,” said the captain. “There hasn’t been much chatter about it, which tells me Kosugi’s suppressing the hell out of it.”

      “No chance of us being attacked here?” said Neon.

      “None,” said Desiree.

      “So, of course, you want to leave,” Yvonne said, directed at the captain.

      “I’m going to Atlantis. I got a house to work on,” said Desiree. Plus, it’d be a nice surprise for Smoove for being in interstellar space, missing out on butt squeezes. “Keita can handle things here. I got room for two more.”

      “Maybe Keita doesn’t want to handle things here,” said Neon.

      Desiree keyed the comm. “Keita?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Elf control. Po says hello.”

      “I’m hitting Atlantis for a couple days. You got this?”

      “Hell with that; I’m going to Atlantis. Tash’s on security now.” LaFleur raised her voice. “Tash! If I go to Atlantis for a couple days, you got this?”

      “I will help,” said Po-Sib-Lay.

      Keita relayed to Tash, “Po says he’ll help.”

      “I got this,” Desiree and the ladies heard back from Tash-Bon-Nay.

      “I always got room for three more. All right,” said Desiree. “We’ll give things another day to settle. If it stays quiet, we hug Shig in thirty-six.”
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      It stayed quiet.

      They relayed to their private port in the western edge of Africa between Mauritania and Senegal for Desiree’s oceangoing second home, the Linda Ann.

      The Ann, with all aboard, swam off with nary a ripple.

      Midafternoon, under a magnificently clear sky and high, bright sun, Keita emerged to show off her preparedness.

      She had so much gear, Desiree was tempted to check to make sure it was the engineer under there.

      “I’ve never been to Atlantis,” the bespectacled, magnificently ’froed lady said. For that matter, she hadn’t been on the Linda Ann since helping repair it after the False Prophet Buford had handed the Jetstreams their asses not so very long before. Of course, Desiree then turned around and scraped the good ship nice and hard against the crusty hide of Leviathan. Poor thing.

      “None of this is offensive,” said Keita of her boon.

      “Wellll…” said Neon.

      “Tactically offensive, you magnificent cow,” said Keita.

      “What Neon means to say,” said the captain, “is you look like shit.”

      “Acknowledged,” said Keita. “But if Leviathan wakes, you’ll be damn glad I’m packing four extra respirators in these thigh pockets, and my backpack 3-D printer can serve as a flotation device.”

      “How about we use the printer to print up things for the house,” said Desiree.

      Keita nodded and went belowdecks. She returned momentarily, outfitted in standard grey-black breach suit, goggles dangling at her neck to fit over her red heart-shaped glasses, and custom-painted red boots, which she hadn’t had on before. She addressed this. “Hey, if we’re gonna have fun, my feet get to have fun. Say hello to my traveling boots.”

      “You’ve got massage treads inside those, don’t you?” said Desiree.

      Keita LaFleur smiled.

      Neon grinned even wider. “This. This is why I love her.”

      Yvonne’s statuesque, commanding self exited the wheelhouse and came to stand beside the captain, whose mane of curls enjoyed a rare freedom from the tyranny of the ponytail scrunchie, bobbing and weaving with the Ann’s passage. “I checked the course,” Yvonne said. “We’re not putting into the capital port?”

      “Nope. Shig’s meeting us at the house. This is as low-key a visit as we can make it. We owe him that,” said Desiree.

      “Agreed,” said Yvonne.

      Desiree nodded toward the standard-issue weapons strapped to both Keita’s thighs, Keita being ambidextrous. “This does not mean, however, that we go in eyes closed. Prudence is a wonderful thing.”

      Keita smiled again.

      Desiree continued. “But please don’t bedazzle our weaponry.”

      “Plebeian,” said Keita.

      “Captain Plebeian. Navigator-in-training?”

      Yvonne stood straighter. “Ma’am?”

      “Care to leave this vessel on auto for a minute and help prepare fruity drinks?”

      “Provided there’s hard liquor, ma’am, yes.”

      Nothing too hard, though. It was true: Leviathan was still around; vampires and the Thoom had been routed from Atlantis, but each was like a burr on an ass: hard to shake and, even if one solitary piece was left, damned annoying. They’d hit the Bermuda Triangle and the Blank—the secret-to-most, naturally occurring, invisible, dimensional curtain leading to the shifted pocket of Earth called Atlantis—soon. Traveling the Blank sloshed or sloppy wasn’t an option. Granted, entry was always smooth, no pyrotechnics, but a dimensional shift was a dimensional shift; the smart traveler respected it.

      “Who’s got good money on whether Milo’s come up with new cuss words for being out in space?” said Yvonne.

      “They’ve tossed him out an airlock by now,” said Desiree.

      “We planning any underwater recon while we’re there? Check up on certain sleeping whales?”

      “Nope. This is strictly a hammer-and-nail adventure. Two days of nobody needing us, nobody wanting us,” said Desiree.

      Neon, helping Keita wrap and tuck her hair under a scuba cap, told Keita, “I can’t believe you’ve never been to Atlantis.”

      “Me and the Gang don’t do a lot of fieldwork,” said the engineer, flicking a speck of sea schmutz off Neon’s cheek. “I think that might change.”

      “I think it should,” said Neon with a smile, wiping that same spot on her own face.

      “All right, crew,” said Desiree. “Let’s see how fast we can get there and get some drywall up. This place is going to be magnificent.”

      “You named it yet?” asked Neon.

      “Home,” said the captain.

      “Pedestrian as fuck,” said Neon. “This is your Shangri-La. Your Fortress of Solitude. Punch upward.”

      “You like naming things, don’t you?” said Desiree.

      “Is how I map the universe,” said Neon.

      “Then I leave it in your hands. Naming rights when it’s done,” said Desiree.

      “Sweeeet!”
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      The shell of the home was huge. Of course the two captains would choose waterfront property. Their ships, the Linda Ann and the Semper Fi, were vital parts of any concept of home. Proper docks had been the first things constructed.

      Yvonne guided the ship in surely and safely. Neon hopped the Ann’s railing and scooted down the dock’s main ramp, quickly tying the ship off and standing at mock attention as the ship’s complement filed past, smiling at the smile on Keita’s face.

      “Ms. LaFleur,” said Desiree. “Care to be the first ashore?”

      “With pleasure, captain.” Keita descended the long stairway, stepped off, and turned back to face the others.

      “Welcome to Atlantis,” said Desiree.

      The engineer immediately dropped her pack, freed her hair from the skullcap, plopped to the ground, doffed her red shoes, and rolled off her bright blue socks. The grass was warm and very resilient. It felt like thick, happy carpeting. The air, soil, and water of Atlantis conspired to greet her, and she liked that. A sense of vibrancy was a wonderful thing.

      “How much of this is yours?” Keita asked.

      “As much as I want,” said Desiree. “Nobody lives here yet.”

      “I want a guest shack.”

      “Okay.”

      “Me too,” said Neon.

      “Smoove swims nude a lot,” Desiree said.

      Neon: “Rethinking my position.”

      The framework was fairly large and fairly simple. The two captains had decided on a tri-pyramidal structure: three pyramids in a row, each sitting on the butt of the other. The middle section was walled already, which was a definite boon. Roughing it the next couple days was one thing. Saying hello to every animal that happened to walk by was another.

      “I think we can skin the solar tiles on the center section,” Desiree calculated. “There’s enough of us to knock that out and drywall, too. Flowerpot, if you see a skinny Atlantidean who looks like he’s lost, that’ll be Shig Empa. He’s our cook for the night. Whatever you thought you knew about barbecue, delete it. There is no barbecue till it’s been prepared with Yuffuh wood. Oh, and if you see any red mounds in the grass with a circle of dead grass? Avoid it. Burr ants. Tiny but territorial.”

      LaFleur still had the doofy smile on her face. “Noted.” She made a quick perusal. Nothing but green grass around her, and she was finally noticing its slightly sweet scent. She plucked a blade and chewed. “The Gang are gonna freak that they missed this.”

      “They come next time,” said the captain. “Probably get this thing finally finished with them along.”

      “Finished, upgraded, and capable of intercontinental flight,” agreed Keita. The engineer in her wanted to do a cartwheel, just thinking about the possibilities. The wild child in her, however, was enjoying the taste of sweet grass as she chewed another fat blade which, as it stood, was enough.
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      For someone who rarely ate vegetables, Shig cooked them to perfection, grill marks nearly mathematical in crisscrossed precision. He liked cooking on this thing, this “kettle drum” as Desiree called the beast-sized cylinder of metal and tubing she’d left at the construction site when first given permission to build. It was black and sooty and very likely not a hundred percent hygienic (“seasoning,” they called it), but it produced food better than anything Sip or Abba had to offer, plus left the cook feeling earthy and somewhat powerful.

      Yes, Shigetei Empa agreed, turning zucchini and large broccoli florets over, I am a barbecue god.

      The new one approached with a platter to carry off the latest. He noted she’d been subtly avoiding him but wasn’t sure why. He planned to ask the others about that when he got a chance, which happened when he caught his sleeve on fire so much, he had to drop and roll. Yvonne helped pat the fire out. This felt way too much like backyard barbecues at her cousin’s house.

      She lifted him to his feet. “Jesus, Shig, why are you always halfway dying?”

      The sleeve was ruined.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked.

      He removed the shirt.

      Neon passed them. “Shig, you freaky bastard.” She continued on her way.

      Shig could cook…but he always caught fire. (“Seasoning,” some would say.) For this reason, he always lotioned up with protectant beforehand.

      Seeing him unhurt, Yvonne busied herself with tongs and vegetables to give him a moment to compose himself. She told him Keita’s aloofness meant she respected him enough to study him to see if she might like him. “You do the same thing,” Yvonne said.

      “Do I?”

      She nudged his naked shoulder. “You’re just used to us being boisterous and saving your life.” She noticed Desiree approaching from the Ann with one of the black undershirts of a standard breach suit.

      “I’m glad I haven’t offended her,” said Shig.

      “Dude…if you’d offended her, she’d have built something to send you to the moon by now,” said Yvonne. “No worries.”

      All throughout dinner, Keita continued to watch him but got better at it, so he didn’t notice. He was helpful, he was kind, and she got no sense of evil from him whatsoever, not that her acuity was infallible. There was a Thoom agent with a metal-wrench knot on his head to attest to that.

      But…he was from Atlantis; he treated Desiree as though she lived in Atlantis and he was in her home, not as if he tolerated her presence—or Neon’s, or Yvonne’s—because spurious fashions dictated it.

      After a certain point, Keita stopped studying him and started laughing with him. And he, for his part, stopped worrying whether she liked him and instead decided he liked her. She would be his construction partner: he was new to building, she was new to the other side of the Blank. Perfectly matched.

      Captain Quicho mustered everyone up bright and early the next morning, which was usually a cliché but in this case—as Keita damn near glowed, strapping a huge tan tool belt around her waist, and Neon and Yvonne hauled drywall and lumber in a ballet of Tetris pieces—it was solidly true. There was an energy to the site that each person passed on to the next, wordlessly for the most part except when a question came up or someone had an idle thought pop into their head.

      Once materials were apportioned, Neon screwed drywall, she and the captain a blur of hanging-fastening-shifting-over. Shig followed with wall tape and plaster, the slower job. Wide-eyed Keita and sensible Yvonne pulled measurement and sawing duties at the lumber pile. Neon’s hair was pulled into two puffs. Each breeze across her sweaty neck felt glorious.

      Idle thought: “You could call the place Water’s Edge,” she said to Desiree. “Kind of a Helm’s Deep feel.”

      “Literal and poetic. I like it,” said Desiree.

      “Is it official?”

      “Won’t be official till somebody burns it in wood,” said Desiree.

      Water’s Edge. Water’s Edge Community. Water Park.

      Jurassic Park.

      Leviathan Meadows.

      Neon decided she wanted a home here too. Not a guest shack in Water’s Edge but a home not too far from the captains and their ships. She hoped Yvonne did too, ’cause there was no way in hell she was living anywhere without Yvonne. Ohana meant family, and though there may not have been a Hawaiian within five hundred miles, she’d seen Lilo & Stitch enough times to know in her deepest bones that friends didn’t get left behind.

      “Aye, captain,” Neon said. She liked saying aye. Folks needed more reasons in their lives to say aye. Truly. “Written in fire, framed in stone.”

      “You’ve become quite the poet lately,” Desiree noted. “You’ve been in Kichi’s book.” An ancient book of poetry bound in the hide of the toughest animal on Earth.

      “Milo left it with me. Said it’d be good practice for my latent psychic abilities.”

      “You’re careful with it?” A book of poetry bound in singularity hide was no mere trifle.

      “Nobody but me,” said Neon.

      “Van Morrison got happy with his. Poetic Champions Compose. Had every soulpatch and moonbeam thinking they could open portals and locked doors.”

      “Don’t know him,” said Neon.

      “Thank you,” said Desiree as she raised a grey slab into position, “for making me feel old as fuck.”

      “Can’t help it if I’m still vibrant. So, would it be cool if I built out here too?” said Neon.

      Desiree frowned. “You mean like here here?”

      “Not close enough to hear any freakiness.”

      “Thank you, ’cause we’re freaky as hell,” said Desiree.

      “But y’know, there’s a lot of land here, and if you already own it…” The wind shifted suddenly, throwing sawdust into Yvonne’s face, which explained why Neon and Desiree were interrupted by “Sons of fuck!” coming from the sawmill.

      “We’ll see what Shig says,” said Desiree.

      “It wouldn’t be till after you retire and Yvonne and me take the ship to save the world,” said Neon.

      “The lady’s got jokes,” said Desiree.

      “Nah, just hopes and dreams.”

      Water’s Edge Rest Home for Retired World Savers, Desiree thought. Then: Jesus Christopher Christ. Her partner being somewhere out in deep space made the section of drywall in her hands feel foolish for a moment. That happened in this life, that feeling of foolishness. The young lady beside her—well, not that young: Desiree was forty-two, Neon twenty-six; Desiree could have been her aunt in another life—but this woman, she had hopes and dreams, even knowing what was out there: battles, demons, dragons, campaigns, political and otherwise. Desiree, hardly a cynic, had made immediate plans for this structure not two moments after her first adventure into Atlantis. Neon had probably been suffering through geometry or history at that time—who didn’t?—but it had been a time of hopes and dreams just the same for Desiree Sandrine Quicho, who saw in herself and the world a reason to fight for better for all. For the Better had been the name of her first ship (Yvonne sucked up more sawdust; “Shut up!” she shouted to waylay comments from the peanut gallery), a schooner that showed Hawaii’s glories off to eager tourists. So, she knew the power of hopes and dreams. No matter how slippery they got, they were to be held to. That was the mission the act of being born automatically made Life accept.

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Desiree said, surveying her land. It was open and green and beautiful. After the things she’d seen and done—and the things Neon would—it wasn’t possible to deny a request for beauty.

      Neon appreciated the view as well. She’d had the worst the United States of America had to offer her entire life—which, for most poor people, was an everyday thing. The inner city. “For the World Is Hollow and I Have Touched the Sky.” She remembered that episode title from Star Trek because (a) it was beautiful, and (b) she was a geek girl through and through. From living across the street from dealers and gangs to considering property in Atlantis. Yeah, she had hopes and dreams. Hopes and dreams for the motherfucking win. “Can you picture Milo in a little shack out that way?” she said with a grin.

      “Him and Ramses with pants under their armpits?” said Desiree.

      “On the porch drinking out of jelly jars,” said Neon.

      “The Water’s Edge Rest Home or Commune for Former World Savers,” said Desiree.

      “Either way, I like it,” said Neon.

      “All right.” Desiree was sure Shig would say yes, and what was the point of retirement if you never got to see your friends? “Let’s build it so everybody comes.”

      Two days of quietude, blissful building, and Shig’s food. Meaning, of course, that when shit went down, it went down on the three.
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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