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I can feel strange happenings in the heavens. Would they have called them portents? Back in the old days? I don’t know. I can feel something unexpected coming. The sun, the moon, and the rest of the Celestial cohort may not notice or even care, but I can feel it drawing closer to Earth. There is something new up there, on the Orbitals, that is also waking up...
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L-32679—Elle—felt the world around her, but she was not fully awake. Her entire universe consisted of blue light. There was form beyond it, but what exactly it was, she lacked the context to say. But from somewhere beyond the blue light came the hiss of evacuating air that stirred her to consciousness. Her eyes opened, and she saw she was in a chamber of some sort. As the world of the chamber mingled with what lay beyond, she was aware of the temperature. Climbing out of the chamber, she felt a chill on her bare skin. She sat up and saw she was in a darkened room. There were few features she could make out. Four walls, all of them relatively plain and a dark gray or black color. One ahead of her had what looked like a circle, and the one behind her had an alcove of some kind. The ceiling above her matched, but there seemed to be some fixture in the center, but again, the darkness prevented her from discerning exactly what it was.

The cold floor was a shock to her bare feet as Elle started exploring her surroundings. She was aware she was nude, but for some reason that did not bother her. As she approached the wall, a spotlight burst to life, illuminating a recessed area. After a moment, she realized that area was a human silhouette.

Within the right arm, several bones were mounted, mostly from the wrist and lower arm, but a few finger bones as well. Instinctively, Elle looked at her own hand. She guessed the bones were about the same size. She took a step back, and the light went out.

She turned around, trying to get her eyes to adjust to the darkness, but there was not much else to see. She tried stepping up to other walls, but there was no illumination. Exploring by feel, Elle ran her hands over the walls as she made her way over to what looked like a door. It ran from the floor to the ceiling and took up the majority of the wall in front of her. But she quickly discovered there was no way to open it. She just leaned against the wall and considered her options. How does this thing open? She thought to herself.

Open.

Elle looked around for the origin of the voice, but it didn’t sound like a voice should. Or so she thought. “He...hello?” Her throat was stiff, as if she had never spoken before. There was no response, and she had not really expected one. It felt like it was in her head. 

She tried again, thinking, Open.

The door irised out to reveal a bright blue world handing in a field of black. It was enough to make her look back, but after a minute, Elle stood there, slack-jawed, as she looked down at the planet. Earth—that she knew. The sun reflected off the bright blue oceans on the right, while the left was still shaded in night. Lights from nightside cities delineated the continents there.

As she watched, Elle became aware that she was not alone in this room.

“Who are you?” she asked, still looking at the Earth below. There was no response, save for a few soft footsteps coming toward her.

“I said, who are you?” Elle turned around and only caught a glimpse of a figure in the shadows before she felt the stranger touch her forehead, and the world went dark.
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Elle sat up with a start. She blinked at the sudden brightness and realized she was in a different room, brighter, with two windows to her left. They were covered over, but there was still a lot of light getting through. She took in her surroundings and saw this place was derelict. She sat on a dusty table. One of many flung haphazardly around while a bunch of chairs lay scattered on the floor. Other furniture was piled against the walls. Where was here? The memories from before were already fuzzy. She had seen the entire Earth out the window. She had been in orbit, hadn’t she? But there was the more urgent question on her mind. How did I get here? she thought.

Answer unknown. That damn voice again!

Elle hopped off the table and felt her shoes click on the floor. “Where did those come from?” she thought aloud, looking at the featureless black boots on her feet. They matched the black bodysuit she was now wearing. What is going on?

Answer unknown.

“I wasn’t asking you,” she muttered. Making her way to the window, she could get a peek at the street and saw garish neon lights of all colors everywhere. People rushing everywhere obstructed her view of the lights, creating a strobing effect. She stepped back and left the covered windows alone. But she knew she could not stay here. Walking up to the door, Elle saw there was no handle or any way that seemed to open it. “Not again,” she said. She placed her hand on the door. How can I open you?

Door open, the voice in her head replied, but the door clicked.

With a sigh, she stepped out into the cacophony. Voices and machines everywhere, disorienting and overwhelming her. Even the smell of the place was off-putting—a combination of unwashed bodies, urine, and various other vile scents Elle did not want to guess at.

“Hey!” Glancing back, two men were coming out after her. Instinct took over, and she took off headlong down the street, not knowing where she was going. Crashing into people as she ran, she ignored their curses and shouts before she came to a cross-street. Elle stopped and looked around, trying to get her bearings. Her gaze turned up, and she gasped in shock. The buildings above her blocked out the sky completely. Beyond the jarring neon signs, the only light came from cars flying above her.

“Gotcha!” Elle felt the man’s grip tighten on her arm.

“Let go of me!” Before she knew it, she slammed her palm into the man’s nose. That got the attention of a few strangers, but Elle dashed down the street again, not waiting to see what happened next. She turned to her left and stopped as her path branched off in three directions. All three seemed to lead down dark alleys.

“You!”

Elle jumped as a cloaked figure appeared out of the shadows. “Who are—?”

“Go right,” he said. “The street on your right. You’ll be safe that way.”

Not waiting for any other explanation, she was off and running, ignoring everyone and everything she passed. After a few minutes, the alley opened out into a wide street again, with the same disorienting colors, nasty smells, and throngs of people.

Dropping her pace to a brisk walk, she tried to blend in with the crowd. A deep guttural caw sounded above her. Then a strange, inhuman voice squawked out, “Elle!” Her eyes settled on a raven sitting on one of the nearest flashing signs. The raven, of course, watched her back. As their eyes met, she could not help but feel like it was staring into her mind or even her soul. So enraptured by the bird, she did not pay attention to where she was going and so crashed into another woman, and they both fell to the ground.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered as she climbed to her feet.

“It’s OK.”

Elle looked at the woman, who was dusting herself off, hardly perturbed. She wore a long cloak of brilliant electric blue that looked like some kind of robe. The woman had long red hair—cleaner than anyone else on this street. But what really captured Elle’s attention were her intense amber-colored eyes. They almost looked like they were glowing.

“Hey, are you all right?” the woman asked.

“I’m...” Elle started and then cast a look back to make sure the men were not still after her.

“It’s OK. You can trust me. Are you just in from the On-Lies? Never seen a Green Girl before? My name is Tala Veardi.” Elle blinked a few times as she realized that Tala Veardi was, in fact, green. Elle blinked a few times to make sure it was not a trick of the light, but her skin had a warm green coloring to it.

“We can Connect, and you’ll know that you can trust me.” The green woman reached out to her, but Elle backed away.

“How?” Elle asked.

The green woman pursed her lips. “You have to have Connectivity in the crappy little village you came from. You’re not monadic, are you?”

“I...” Elle started.

“Just come with me,” Tala said. “I promise you’ll be safe.”

The raven cawed from the neon sign and then flew off, vanishing into the shadows. Elle looked back one last time to make sure the men were not coming for her. She returned to Tala. She met Tala’s eyes and saw a genuine concern. She was a stranger in this place, and she had to trust someone. Besides, if Tala was right about this Connectivity thing, she should learn her true intentions soon enough. “OK, let’s go.”

The two of them crossed the street and stood under a bright white sign. Tala touched the pole, and a few moments later, one of the flying cars swooped out of the sky to land in front of them. The door slid open, and the green woman climbed in, then gestured for Elle to follow.

It was cramped inside, and Tala’s robe had slipped to the side, revealing a long green leg. “Please state your destination,” a mechanical voice said from above them.

“Icarian Tower, District 791, floor twenty,” Tala said, and Elle felt the car lift off the ground. Glancing out the window, the city zipped past them too fast for her to get any sense of where they were going, and deep down, she began to second-guess trusting this strange woman.

“So,” Tala said, looking at Elle. “What’s your name?”

“L-32679. But just call me Elle.”

“Well, Elle, you should have checked Connectivity, because Vanam is not the safest of neighborhoods. All kinds of shady deals go down there.”

Elle just looked at her. “Then...what are you doing here?”

Regarding her for a moment, Tala smirked. “Not so naive after all, huh? I live in the towers and share spaces with, well, let’s call them people of influence. There are a lot of people down here who want to know what they know. Some things have to be delivered in person. I can provide what information I have access to...” Her voice dropped. “...for the right price.”

As it turned out, Elle would have very little time to consider what Tala was talking about. “Icarian Tower, floor twenty,” the cab said as the door to her right opened. “Please exit the vehicle.” She stepped out onto a small platform. She froze at the disorientation of being so high up all of the sudden as other cars flew around her and the strong breeze buffeted them. At least here she could see the sky, clear and bright as the sun shone down upon them. She did not have long to savor it as Tala breezed past Elle and placed her hand next to the door. It slid open, and Elle dashed in after her.

A disembodied voice spoke. “Welcome back, Miss Veardi, and Guest.”

Tala walked down a corridor and opened another door to enter a vast room with the fanciest furniture and all sorts of art on the walls. 

“Satisfied?” Tala spun around to face Elle. “Well, now, since I am not usually in the habit of bringing strange women here, let’s Connect.”

“Connect?” Elle still had no idea what she was talking about.

Tala rolled her eyes. “Let’s just do this.”

“I...” Elle started, but Tala grabbed her shoulders and positioned her so they stood no more than a foot apart, face to face. Then she reached out and placed two fingers on Elle’s temple. Like a light being switched on, Elle felt like she was no longer alone in her own head.

“You have no idea what’s happening?” Tala said out loud. “Touch me, like this.”

Elle held her hand up, and Tala grasped her wrist and placed her fingers to her own temple, and she suddenly felt she was in Tala’s head as well. The information washed over her like a gentle wave.

Tala Veardi was a Green Girl who was a paramour to the man who owned this apartment and spent most of her time here. She had been born and raised in Wescos, which was what this city was called. She was a Green Girl, which meant she had chlorophyll incorporated into her cells to photosynthesize energy from the sun. She liked this place because it was high enough to get good light. This is Connectivity? she asked.

Yes, came the response. How do you not know this? Elle just realized neither of them had spoken out loud. She looked into Tala’s bright, amber eyes and heard her voice. You can share with me, Elle. It’s OK.

I don’t know, Elle thought back. I don’t know who I am.

I can go deeper. Before Elle knew it, she felt Tala in her memory, watching her run through the streets and then her awakening in the dark room with the strange men. She was there in the dark room, looking down on the Earth. Where is everything else? Tala asked. Your village? Your childhood? Family? Friends? Anything?

I don’t know. Before Elle could think anything else, Tala went deeper, and the gentle wave coming over her suddenly became a flood, drowning her. She struggled, but Elle felt herself pulled down, and then just as quickly, her world went black.
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Chandra hated Vanam. She hated the flashing lights, and she hated the smells. And yet here she was, in the thick of this disgusting place, as she skulked through the shadows. All to find that damned Resurrect.

Just ahead was the empty building front. Chandra stopped in her tracks when she noticed the door was ajar. Did someone else hit it first? Only one way to find out.

Chandra kicked her way in to find two very surprised men standing there. The way they were facing each other, it looked like punches would start flying between them at any moment.

“Bad timing, girl!”

She was especially not in the mood for threats. “Which one of you two idiots is in charge of bringing the Resurrect?” Chandra snapped, stomping up between the two of them. This drew their full attention to her.

“I got her off the station,” the man on the right grumbled.

“And yet I don’t see her here. Did she vanish through a stargate or something?” Chandra hissed. She noted the other man was moving around behind her. Common thugs—you get what you pay for, she thought. But her employer’s problem had now fallen on her shoulders.

“There was a complication.”

“I see,” she said. The man behind her made his move. But when he tried to rush her, Chandra made hers, reaching back and extending the claws from her fingertips in a single fluid move, catching the guy in the neck and ripping open his carotid artery. She cast a glance back to see the look of surprise on his face. The unfortunate henchman barely had enough time to touch his neck before dropping to the ground in a pool of blood.

“A narsingh!” the survivor gasped as Chandra flicked the blood off of her claws into his face.

“You didn’t think they would send someone who couldn’t take care of herself,” Chandra said as she retracted her claws. “So let me ask you again: Where is the Resurrect?”

“The Resurrect, she got away! She woke up too soon or something and ran off!”

“Where?” Chandra asked, although she knew it was a futile question. She could smell the panic on him.

He was waving his hands in the air. “I don’t know, really!”

“I should tear your throat out,” Chandra said. “But I’m not feeling it today.” The guy relaxed, and Chandra turned to the door. “But don’t do anything that would make me whisper to the Orbital what happened to their Resurrect.” At that, she left him to piss himself—or so she assumed.

Out on the street, Chandra set her hand on the wall, feeling her mind access Connectivity. Show me what happened when the woman fled this place. In her mind, the scene played out for her from multiple angles. The dark-haired woman rushed out the front door, followed by the two men she had just confronted. The Resurrect ran down the street and then disappeared around the corner. The two men followed after, but within a few minutes they were walking back, looking dejected. Idiots.

She refused to try and follow the Resurrect, but because Vanam had so many blind spots, she would probably lose the trail before long. Then she caught sight of a raven flying by. Probably unrelated, but if not, ravens could hide nearly anyone, like they squirrel away their treasures. No point wasting any more time, she thought. She needed to plan her next move. No more than five steps later, she ran into a hooded figure.

He was tall and covered in a dark ankle-length cloak that shadowed his face. His scent was notable, Chandra thought. None of the filth of the city seemed to stick to him, but it reminded her of breezes that would sometimes blow in from the On-Lies—the uncultivated lands east of the megalopolis. In his hand was a staff of some kind. Was he skilled in fighting with it? Chandra had heard of such fighters but she never personally met any.

“Forgive me,” the man said, stepping toward her. Chandra responded with a throaty growl, and the stranger backed off. She had no ill will against him, but she had come to count on her enhanced senses, and the fact that someone could elude them to the point that she would run into them unnerved her. “I mean no harm.”

“Fine,” Chandra said.

“You seem lost,” the stranger said.

“No, I just lost someone else,” Chandra said.

“You might want to speak to Arritz,” the stranger said. “He knows this area better than anyone.”

“Yeah.” Chandra looked down the street. Arritz Oakenbone. She recalled the name. She had dealt with him before. She turned back to the stranger, but he was gone. If I want to find the Resurrect, I guess I’ll go see Arritz, she thought to herself.
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Things are unfolding rapidly. The new presence—now I know that it is the Resurrect—is down on Earth. I tried to help her as best as I could. I could hardly be convinced to come into the city otherwise. But helping her slip away from her pursuers was necessary, as there seem to be a lot of people after her now. But still, I did not expect her to meet the Green Girl.
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