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            Trouble In Paradise

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21st Century

        Cranston House, New York

      

      

      A thick fog had descended over the sleepy suburb. The house appeared ghostly with the mist swirling around it. It was quiet, except for the usual blaring of horns.

      After hours of agony and sleeplessness, Cassidy had finally fallen asleep. The noise of the engine revving to life filled the room. She opened her eyes and sprang up on her bed. "No!" She threw the blankets aside, rushed to the window to see two vehicles leave the house. One was Angelus's Range Rover, followed by a black SUV. "Ah! Dad," she screamed, in frustration. Someone wanted to hurt him. He wasn’t safe out there. "Why can’t he just stay at home?" 

      Unhappily, she paced the floor. Her room was a mess. The bed was half filled with soft toys. The desk was covered with food wrappers, chocolates and countless pieces of paper. A music system sat under the TV. The walls were painted cream. The wall behind her door was a collage of memories, a patchwork of photos capturing the faces of friends and loved ones. She walked to a corner and sank down to the floor. Worrying wasn’t going to help. She grabbed her phone and saw a dozen messages from her friends. Yesterday, they’d gone to a birthday party and had posted several selfies. They all looked so beautiful. Especially Eleanor. Blonde, tall, baby blue eyes, first in the class. She was a shiny example of beauty and brains—made Cassidy feel small.

      She was the daughter of Roumoult Cranston. But that was all she was. A rich girl, spoiled by her father, who got mediocre marks. No wonder her mother complained. She had no interest in sports or studies. Her teachers found her unexceptional. She was awkward in public speaking and never put her hand up in class. She tried to stay positive, but her phone kept buzzing her classmates endlessly posted pictures of their fun activities, and she was stuck at home surrounded by bodyguards. Safety was a priority—and she had accepted it. But she wanted to show her friends that even she was having fun. "What can I do?"

      

      The musty odor of the entertainment room was rank, a combination of mold, decay and neglect. The ground was covered with cracks. Muddy carts sat in corners and horses brayed in a shelter nearby. The cloud had barred the sun, and the wind was icy. It was perfect, and this was one of her favorite settings in the game. 

      She snapped a selfie clad in armor and posted it on social media. The hefty door opened with a loud bang. The ground trembled as the monster emerged from the shadows, emitting a hoarse growl. Cassidy became alert. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she gripped the sword tightly. The monster towered over her with a heavy frame. Its short, powerful arms hung at its sides. A guttural growl echoed through the air and its eyes locked onto hers with an intense, unyielding gaze. She lunged forward with all her might. The beast roared, lashing out with its massive claws, but she deftly sidestepped its attack and swung her sword, cutting through its thick skin. It cried out but swung around and attacked her. She dodged its attack and moved away. Adrenaline rushed through her body, and her focus heightened. It charged at her. She moved swiftly, kneeled, and swung the sword severing its right leg. The beast fell. Fueled by her anger, she swung her sword with incredible force, cleaving the monster's head from its body in a single blow. Blood splattered on the floor. She let out a long breath. Venting her anger and frustration felt good.

      

      She showered and heard loud music playing two doors down the hall. Her brother was up. She put on her best purple top and her favorite jeans then crashed on her bed and shuffled through her messages. She longed for real connections, rather than an entourage blinded by the prestige of her family name. Many told her to be proud, to use it to her advantage; yet she felt like a shadow, and it was why she hated Ayden. He knew what he wanted. He had dreams and passions, and knew how to pursue them.

      She shook her head, trying to convince herself that in time she will know what to do with her life.

      Her thoughts wandered to her father. She knew her parents were fighting. She had heard several dreadful stories about divorce. At first, she didn’t think it was serious. But Roumoult’s sudden departure to Antarctica stunned her. She didn't get it. How could he do that? Be so selfish. He left her alone with Ayden, for God's sake. It was worse when he didn’t let her join him. However, upon his return, things went back to normal until Roumoult was shot. Her heart sank, and she shivered as the shots echoed in her head. Since that day, her life had taken a darker turn. Her home became a prison, and she turned into an anxious being. Every horn, every knock scared her to death. Not to mention the nightmares. She wouldn’t dare mention it to her father, he had too much on his plate. She walked to the window and gazed at the gates. Roumoult hadn’t returned yet.

      She took a deep breath and left her room. The music was loud, and she wanted to yell at her brother. But there was no point. She was hungry and charged down the stairs to make breakfast. In the kitchen, she prepared egg and toast and settled on the dining table. A shadow fell on her, and she turned. Ayden’s clothes smelled; she rubbed her nostrils.

      "What?"

      "Food."

      "Make your own."

      "Dad isn’t here?"

      "Learn to cook, you idiot."

      Ayden shrugged, grabbed the left-over pizza from the fridge, and left. She scoffed. She watched videos of car racing on YouTube as she gulped down the last piece of her egg. A shadow lingered outside the window. She gasped but calmed down when she saw Justin Lark. He bowed at her and then continued his rounds. He walked casually with his hands in his pockets. Justin was about her father's age, bald, and wore a dark suit matching his skin color and impressive physique. She assumed he spent most of his life in the gym.

      She finished her breakfast and glanced at the time. 

      Dad isn’t home yet. What is going on? Maybe they found something.  

      Determined to find out what was happening, she swiftly strode into the study and accessed Roumoult’s emails. He rarely logged out, and it gave her the perfect opportunity. It was wrong, but she couldn’t contain her curiosity. She quickly flicked through several business emails that held no interest to her. But her search was fruitless, leaving her disappointed and frustrated.

      She passed time watching dog videos on the couch in the study. They were adorable, and she didn’t understand why Roumoult wouldn’t get her one. But she knew he would eventually say yes. A fresh video surfaced featuring the discovery of bodies in Antarctica. It was surreal. They had found skeletons buried inside a mountain. The scientists were trying to determine the time and cause of death. She was intrigued and googled the name of the research facility. It was located close to the Amundsen-Scott research station.

      “That sounds familiar,” she said and returned to the computer. Her assumption was correct, her father had visited the research station. Dr Payne was leading the team, and she found multiple emails between Roumoult and Dr. Payne. They described the artifact and the skeletons found in the mountain.

      “What about the artifact Dad put in the vault?”

      There was no mention of it. Several questions clouded her mind. Who were the villagers in the mountain, and what did they have to do with the artifact? That mystery was yet to be solved. The next email contained a graph which displayed an array of unlabeled colorful spikes. Upon closer scrutiny, she saw three spikes were labeled as uranium, iron, and carbon."This could be the composition of the artifact. What else did they find?"

      She delved deeper. Since Roumoult had access to Dr Payne’s database, she logged under his name. She was careful not to delete any data. Among hundreds of folders, the one she sought was easy to find. It was labeled Antarctica. She accessed the folder and began reading. Dr. Payne tried identifying the artifact and failed. But it had information about the skeletons. He had identified them as Neanderthals.

      “What does that mean?” She googled it. “Ancient human beings…ugh, they are ugly.” She continued reading and discovered the villagers had been murdered and buried in the walls of the cave. There were twenty-three skeletons, ten of which were remains of children. One of the skeletons had been cut open. She swallowed a lump in her throat. Her heart fell to her stomach when she read the next sentence. 

      There was evidence that they had been exposed to radiation.

      "What the heck."

      A loud thud echoed, and she turned. The gates opened, and a car drove into the driveway.

      "Oh-no!" She logged out, closed all open tabs, and swiftly left the study. She peeped out of the front window. Roumoult stepped out of the car and headed for the main door. She smiled. He was alright. She ran up the stairs and slowly closed the door behind her.

      After the main door opened and closed, everything fell silent. Time moved slowly. She couldn’t stand still and kept pacing around the room. She knew Roumoult would come to check on her. But her anxiousness grew with every passing moment. "What should I do?" She crashed on her bed and pretended to watch videos. Then she sat straight up and bit her lip. 

      What if he is hurt?

      She hastily fled the room and sprinted down the stairs. She walked into the study and found Roumoult sipping alcohol. Fear gripped her. In school, they had been warned against the ill effects of alcohol. "Dad," she whispered. He looked drained, with heavy circles under his eyes. "Are you okay?" 

      Roumoult poured himself another drink and sipped it. He put his arms around her and hugged her tightly.

      “Dad…what happened?”

      They parted, and he cupped her face in his palms. “You know I love you, right?”

      She was on the verge of crying. “You are scaring me.”

      “It’s over. We caught the assassin.”

      She couldn't believe her ears. “Are you safe?”

      “We are safe.” 

      Happiness busted through her. She hugged him tightly. He was safe, and her world would be normal again. Despite her mother's absence, she had him and it meant a lot. She separated herself from him and noticed his dusty clothes. “You are okay, right?”

      “Yes. It's nothing.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      Joy surged through her as she leaped into the air. “I have to tell Ayden!” She stormed out. Halfway up the stairs, it hit her, and she rushed back down and peeped into the study. "Can I go out with my friends?" 

      Roumoult had a subtle smile on his face. "Let me check with Angelus." 

      She was excited, turned, and sprinted upstairs. She ran down the short corridor and banged on Ayden's door.

      "Yo! Who is it?" 

      She entered the room and stopped. It felt like a dump, stinking of dirty socks and rotting food. The desk was mounted with jars filled with crawling insects, which sat in front of the monitor. The bed was a mess; it was dark, and the TV was on. 

      "What are you doing here?"

      "It’s over. They caught the assassin. We are free!"

      “Got it,” Ayden said, his gaze still fixed on the television screen.

      She was shocked. "Aren’t you excited?"

      "Well... that’s good. I didn’t intend to leave home the entire summer. This is where I get all my brilliant ideas. And Dad is safe. That matters, too. And it means we get good food tonight, right?"

      She stomped her feet. "Oh! I wish I had a sister!" she yelled, marching down the corridor.

      

      It was happening. Angelus had texted her. She planned to hang out with her friend, Mindy Tan. Mindy was one of her close friends. Like her, she hated her mother, loved fast cars, and didn’t boast about her grades. She opened the last drawer and smiled at the makeup she had stolen from her mother. Emma hardly noticed and kept buying new products. Cassidy grabbed her favorite lipstick, applied it, and picked up her jacket. The door opened, and Ayden was all dressed up, wearing a gray T-shirt, torn blue jeans, and a black jacket. He had combed his hair today. 

      "What are you doing?"

      "I am coming with you.”

      “How did you know I was planning to go out?”

      "I could smell your perfume from my room."

      She placed her hands on her waist. “What happened to your sanctuary?”

      “I am a little bored.” 

      "Why would I take you with me?"

      "You are hanging out with Mindy. She is cool. Take me with you, or I will follow you, anyway. It’s better to have two chaperones than one."

      "Chaperone?"

      Justin peered in. 

      "Guess what? We have an expensive nanny with muscles."

      Justin glared at him. 

      Cassidy couldn't hide her disdain as she rolled her eyes. Ayden leaned on the frame of the door and waited for her answer.

      "Fine. Fine. But if you annoy me... I swear I will kill you with the sword Dad gave me for my birthday!"

      

      In the back seat, Cassidy felt frustrated. She wished to drive, but Justin wouldn't allow her. They were in her grandpa’s Mercedes. A manual car with smooth, comfortable seats enveloped with a nostalgic fragrance. It was perfect for her. But the adults in her life didn’t allow her to do anything fun.  

      The sky was clear, and it was warmer than usual. She peered outside the window to avoid her brother’s sulks. Being watched like a hawk was no fun. It bothered her, too, but she understood. She might have been fifteen, but she wasn’t naïve. There could be another assassin, and Justin’s job was to keep them safe. They reached Chelsea. The car turned, and she saw Mindy waiting in front of her home. She waved excitedly. Justin pushed the brakes. Cassidy bolted out of the car and hugged her tightly. 

       "I am so glad we could hang out!" said Mindy. 

      "I know! I am sorry. You know... dad... stuff." She refused to give her details. Because if she did, she feared she might lose her.

      "So, where are we going?" asked Mindy.

      "Let’s go shopping."

      "Noo, movie," said Ayden.

      Cassidy turned to him. "You were not a part of the plan."

      "But I wanted to come."

      She looked at Mindy, who smiled and said, "How about a movie and then shop till we drop!"

      

      The movie was fantastic, but Cassidy couldn’t enjoy herself. She kept thinking about the last two weeks. Was it over? Would another assassin threaten her family? Was her father safe? She felt sad and wished to speak with Roumoult. The movie ended, and they stepped out of the cinema and melted into the crowd. Ayden and Mindy animatedly discussed the movie. Mindy's presence kept Ayden from misbehaving.

      Maybe he likes her. Yikes! I hope they don't start dating. That will be awkward. 

      They emerged on W 42nd Street. 

      "What's next?" asked Mindy. 

      "Let’s do some shopping."

      Ayden groaned. 

      Cassidy shot him a fierce look. "You knew what you were getting into."

      Her day was improving. She took it all in, forcing herself to forget the last two weeks. For several hours, they went from shop to shop, trying different outfits. She forgot about her worries. While the girls enjoyed themselves, the men had a different experience altogether. Ayden sulked and killed time playing games on his phone while Justin stood motionless, resembling a mannequin. But during lunch, both Justin and Ayden couldn't keep their mouths shut. Carrying their bags, they approached the corner of West 45th Street and 7th Avenue when Cassidy jumped with excitement.

      Mindy laughed wholeheartedly.

      "Oh no, not again!" cried Ayden.

      Cassidy ignored him and rushed towards the small pet shop with green borders. The glass was dusty, and it looked like it belonged back in the 19th Century. She eagerly searched for her puppy, ignoring the cute faces pouncing at her from the opposite side of the glass. She was still there with a red tag hanging around her neck. The golden retriever #299 sat in a corner, calmly watching the other puppies create havoc. 

      “Cassidy!” shouted Ayden. 

      She pushed the door and entered the shop. The large aquariums with diverse fish welcomed them into a gloomy space. Love birds sat in cages hanging from the ceiling. Sections made up of glass held cats, rabbits, and dogs. The murky smell was overwhelming. She dashed to the section where the puppy was sitting. On seeing her, the dog got on its feet, wagged its tail, and ran over to her.

      "Oh no," said Ayden.

      She smiled as the dog jumped up and down and barked. "She remembers me."

      “Dad said no. Don’t get attached. If someone else buys that dog..."

      "My birthday is in a few weeks. Dad can’t say no.”

      “So is mine.”

      “I can buy it myself."

      Ayden scoffed. "You don’t have that kind of money."

      Cassidy wanted to boast about her savings but kept quiet. Ayden was renowned for stealing, and if he stole from her, she would definitely lose it. "I’ll figure it out."

      Once they finished playing with the dog, they left the shop.

      Mindy said, "I think your dad will give in."

      “I think so too.” 

      As they walked down the pavement, Ayden said. "Just tell them whose daughter you are. They might give it to you for free."

      The girls faced him. Before Cassidy could say anything, Mindy spoke. "Ayden, keep in mind your father is not Tom Cruise."

      Ayden glared at her. Justin chuckled. Cassidy sighed and began walking again.

      As winter's chill descended, Cassidy's heart thought of Christmas and family gatherings. But the sight of a mother and daughter strolling past stirred a wave of sadness within her. Her bond with her mother was broken. Emma's ceaseless complaints and unrealistic expectations had erected an insurmountable barrier between them. She wanted to scream at her mother for not being there for her. Cassidy’s most cherished memories were with her grandfather, Fred, who was now in the nursing home. He told her that, after three generations of boys, she was the first girl to be born into this family. That made her special. In Fred's presence, she always felt special. Last Christmas was a disaster because her parents had a huge fight. This year, she hoped for peace. She missed the family dinners and the late-night movies. When she was young, Roumoult would take her and Ayden ice skiing. 

      I miss the good old days.

      In the crowd, she noticed a familiar face. 

      "Hey, it's Tom,” said Ayden. 

      She instantly smiled. She hadn’t seen Tom for a while. He was standing in front of a building next to the Precinct. A small group of uniformed police officers walked past them. He was the Captain of the NYPD, and she thought catching criminals was a cool job. In her eyes, he was a hero. Tom stood leaning on a black sedan. Roumoult, William, Angelus, Jack, and Tom had been friends before she was born or even before her parents met. Her classmates had one uncle or a few distant uncles. She had four, and all of them were in New York. There may have been no blood ties, but their friendship was strong and enduring. But Tom had remained a stranger to them. When she was twelve, she had pressured her father to tell her why he didn't join them for Christmas. Reluctantly, Roumoult told her about Pyper, the daughter Tom had lost.

      Tom looked up and smiled. "Hey, kids."

      She hugged him. When they parted, he placed his hand on her head. "Look how you have grown, just like..." his voice trailed away. His face fell.

      "Hey, Uncle Tom, how are you?" said Ayden.

      Tom forced a smile and patted his shoulder. “I’m good.” 

      Justin shook his hand. “Captain.”

      “I am glad you are with them.”

      Cassidy introduced Mindy.

      "Are you waiting for someone?" Ayden asked.

      Tom hesitated. “Oh, I’m just...” he stopped mid-sentence.

      A loud thud echoed, and an engine groaned to life. A van resembling the size of a mail truck emerged from the nearby alley. It turned and then headed towards them. Tom’s eyes locked on the truck; his face turned into a picture of utter wretchedness. She followed his gaze and caught a glimpse of a girl in the truck. She was odd. Her hair was blue, her skin polished like a Barbie doll, but her eyes. They scared her. Her eyes, twin pools of navy blue, were devoid of warmth, their piercing gaze radiating an unsettling intensity that sent shivers down her spine.

      "Who is that?" she asked.

      Tom didn’t answer. The truck rolled down the street.

      "Tom, who..." Before she could finish her sentence, Tom screamed in frustration and kicked the tire of the sedan.

      Cassidy cried out. Mindy and Ayden moved away. Justin stepped between Tom and the kids. He planted his hands on the car and grunted. 

      "Are you okay?" asked Justin, placing his hand on his gun. 

      Tom peered at him intently. "You know I would never harm them."

      "I cannot take that chance."

      Tom faced them. "I'm sorry. I'm...." he stopped when they heard a faint rumbling that grew louder. 

      Cassidy and Mindy grabbed each other.

      Ayden looked down. "What is happening?"

      The ground trembled as if threatened by an invisible force. The earth's surface buckled and heaved, sending shockwaves in all directions. Her eyes widened as she noticed buildings crumbling in the distance. The loud trembling intensified, and she covered her ears. A groan echoed on top of her head. She looked up. The building swayed.

      "Move! Move!" shouted Ayden, yanking her and Mindy away from the building.

      "What’s happening?" cried Cassidy.

      With Tom, they rushed down the block. The ground trembled violently, opening up gaping cracks in the earth. They fell, and a cloud of dust flew into the air. Tom got up. Justin gripped Ayden and pulled him up. Cassidy got to her feet and saw all her shopping bags on the road. The cars stopped in the middle; every driver stepped out, trying to unravel what was happening.

      “What was that?” asked Justin.

      “I don’t know,” replied Tom.

      Cassidy looked around, but she couldn't see anything. The street was filled with people screaming hysterically. A deep, guttural roar drowned all the noises. It was as if the earth was screaming in protest, unable to contain the massive forces tearing it apart. At a distance, cries grew louder, as if souls were being thrown into a fiery pit. Panic spread. Some people broke free from the tightly packed crowd, but most were immobilized. Then suddenly silence hit the city. A chilly symphony of terror fanned throughout the streets. 

      “Maybe it was an earthquake,” said Ayden.

      “No,” replied Tom. “That was no earthquake.”

      Mindy clung to her. Cassidy wished it was over, yet a sense of foreboding lingered. The ground quivered, and in the distance, a blackness rose. She gasped; her eyes became fixed on the cold pitch darkness. It looked like a wall of blankets of black clouds with a thunderstorm. 

      "What is that?" Justin asked.

      The wind howled; an unpleasant smell spread through the streets. The stench was overpowering, like a combination of sewage and rotting flesh. She covered her nostrils. The black wall began moving, spreading in both directions. People around her gagged in horror. Panic erupted like wildfire, and the crowd turned into a frenzied mob.

      "Come on! We must find out what is happening," said Tom, pulling her along. They scrambled down the block and entered a building and ran up the stairs. Many people dashed down the steps, literally crushing the small group. On the 29th floor of the building, they emerged on the terrace, and she stopped dead on her feet. Another dark wall had emerged from the ocean. The giant wall loomed over the city, its imposing shadow blocking out the sun. With a loud groan, it began to move, slowly at first, but then with increasing speed.

      "What are we looking at?" asked Ayden.

      "I haven’t a clue. We must leave the city before the wall traps us inside,” Tom replied.

      They rushed down the stairs and found themselves the chaotic streets. The ear-piercing cries were unbearable. Vehicles blocked the intersections and roads. The crowd poured out of the buildings and into the streets. The chaos expanded. Cassidy’s heart was beating fast. Tears welled in her eyes, she wanted to go home. Tom tightened his grip on her hand. 

      "Stay together no matter what!" he shouted.

      She wiped her tears. The group navigated through the chaos. 

      "Where are we going?" asked Ayden.

      "We need to head to the Precinct. You will be safe there until Roumoult can come and get you two."

      Cassidy wanted to believe that, but she wondered how her father would get through this chaos. In her heels, it was hard for Mindy to run. She stumbled, pulling Cassidy and Tom to a stop.

      "Get rid of them!" shouted Ayden.

      She removed her shoes and threw them away. Cassidy helped her up, and they ran. The Precinct was six buildings away from them. But it was hard to navigate through the crowd. Cassidy wished they had never run down the block. Ayden was pushed from behind. He lost his balance and landed on his face. 

      Cassidy stopped and pulled on his jacket. "Don’t stop. Keep running."

      He got to his feet. 

      "There," Tom said, pointing toward the building. “We have to get inside.” 

      She spotted a few cops trying to control the situation. With Tom in the lead, they stayed together and moved towards the Precinct. But it was hard. A shrill echoed in the distance. From the dark wall appeared objects. She blinked twice; they flew towards them.

      What are those?

      Tom shouted. "Get down! Get down!"

      A blast resonated through the street. The crackling of a raging fire drowned out Cassidy’s cry of terror. Fire raged through the streets, throwing cars in the air. In front of them, cracks formed in the buildings, and debris began to fall. Several perished in seconds. Tom steered them inside a building, where they sought shelter behind sturdy columns. The structure shook as the flying objects invaded the other streets, burning everything in their path. The windows exploded, sending glass fragments flying through the air. Tom quickly shielded her.

      After a few seconds, Cassidy lifted her head. The dust had settled, and she spotted figures covered with dust hiding in the corners. Smoke filled the streets. It was empty, with charred objects lying in an array. She looked to her left. Ayden and Mindy were hiding together. Justin sat behind them. 

      "The Precinct is gone," Tom muttered.

      Cassidy's heart was beating fast. What was happening? What were these things? Suddenly, a shadow moved through the smoke. She was about to scream when Tom covered her mouth. Her eyes widened with horror. It wasn’t human, and it flew with an ease as a person might walk in a garden. The creature was about her father's height, bulky, with spikes emerging from its back. Its skin was pasty, and it looked sick. Its hollow eyes turned towards them. She froze. Their eyes met. It said nothing, but a crooked smile appeared on its face. Then it turned and flew away.

      "What do we do?" asked Justin.

      Cassidy was still in shock.

      Dad! 

      She pulled out her mobile and called Roumoult. He answered after several rings. “Dad… where are you?” Cassidy cried out. He didn't answer. “The world is going crazy. Where are you?”

      “Cassidy…” he mumbled.

      “Dad, we need… where are you?”

      He didn't answer, but she heard voices. A woman said, “I’ll not ask again. Where is it?”

      The voice didn't sound friendly. She turned to Tom. “We have to get to Dad! These things are after the artifact! They will kill him for it.” 

      “How do you know?”

      Ayden huffed. “I am not the only one who accesses dad’s computer without his knowledge.”

      “Tom. Please.”

      His face paled. “Cassidy… I have to keep you safe.”

      “We need to get to Cranston Enterprises,” she said, rushing towards the exit.

      “That’s a bad idea,” said Justin following her.

      They emerged from the building, and a wave of shock hit them. It was a carnage with bodies strewn about in grotesque and unnatural positions. The street resembled a wasteland, with debris, broken buildings, and burned-out vehicles. 

      Still on the phone, Cassidy felt her body go numb.

      “Oh, my god,” cried Mindy.

      Tom gasped. "No. No. Pyper! Pyper!" he called out, running towards a van.

      “What?” said Cassidy. But her attention was drawn to her father's choking sounds. “Dad! Dad!” 

      There was no answer. The call dropped. 

      “Cassidy, come on,” Justin said. 

      Huffing, they reached the truck.

      “Pyper!” Tom called.

      Cassidy tried calling her father. But the call failed. The door squeaked and groaned as Tom pulled it open. The driver was dead. Blood smeared the wheel and the dashboard. Three bodies in orange jumpsuits were hurdled awkwardly in a corner.

      “She isn’t here,” 

      Cassidy was frustrated. "Tom, that’s impossible. You lost her years ago."

      Before Tom could respond a figure appeared from behind a heap of debris. It was the same girl with blue eyes she had seen earlier. 

      Tom's eyes filled with tears. "Are you okay?"

      Cassidy's eyes widened in shock as she saw the handcuffs on Pyper's wrists. How could this be? What was going on? Why was Pyper in that van? 

      Tom immediately uncuffed her. “Stay with us. Do you understand?”

      The girl didn't respond. 

      Cassidy coughed. The smoke was getting thicker, and the explosions shook the ground. She grabbed the truck. She looked at the sky. Did her mother make it to the city?

      "What is that?" Ayden said, alarmed.

      Cassidy turned. From the mist came massive creatures with green eyes, elongated jaws, and razor-sharp teeth. Their skin was pasty with deadly scales. They looked like hounds but scarier. 

      "Tom..." Ayden warned him.

      "Hide!" shouted Justin, pushing the small group inside a building. Hopping over the debris, they found a corner and huddled together. Cassidy's heart drummed loudly. Ayden pressed against her. He looked like a pale statue. The roars became louder and louder. Tom and Justin were ready with their guns. Pyper was on alert. But there was little fear in her eyes. How can this be Pyper? Cassidy wondered. The beasts emitted low, menacing growls as they prowled through the streets. She struggled to hold back the flood of emotions rising within her. But she had to stay strong.

       Tom turned towards them. "Very quietly move to the other side."

      Staying low, they moved through the abandoned apartment building. She wondered if it had a back door and if it would open. They sneaked through the fallen debris. Distance booms resonated. Shaking the already unsteady structure. There was a large hole in the ceiling, and the broken beams and pipes were visible. A half-broken staircase hung in the air. The elevator door was cracked. The floor was littered with debris, shattered glass, broken furniture, and rocks, making navigating hard. She heard a gasp. Everyone turned. It was Mindy. She leaned over the wall and removed the shard of glass from her left foot.

      "Sorry," she said, quickly wrapping a cloth around the wound.

      "Are you okay?" said Cassidy, noticing her feet. “Can you walk?” 

      Limping, Mindy nodded. "Yes. Let's keep moving."

      Pyper turned to Tom. "She will slow us down."

      Mindy’s face whitened.

      Cassidy glared at Pyper. "She is coming with us."

      "I am just..."

      "I don't care!"

      "Shush!" said Justin and urged them to keep moving.

      She called her mom. Her phone was unreachable. She called her father again.

      “Dad… Dad… Are you there?” she said. “Where? Where are you?”

      “Ah… ah… I-I am at the office.”

      Pyper glanced over her shoulder.

      “What? You can’t stay there!”

      “Quiet,” said Justin, looking over his shoulder.

      Cassidy walked over the fallen slabs of cement.

      “Y-Yes. I am leaving. Where are you?” asked Roumoult.

      She wasn't sure. “I guess Herald Square, 34th Street.”

      “What? Why aren’t you at home?”

      “I-we…” 

      “We? Is Ayden with you?”

      Ayden came to her side. “Yes… Dad… I am here! We are…”

      A loud explosion shook the building.

      “Move fast,” said Justin.

      They rushed ahead. She maneuvered around large pieces of debris and followed the group. 

      “Cassidy? Ayden?” said Roumoult.

      “I am here. What do we do? Where do we go?” asked Cassidy.

      “Get back home! Go home now!”

      “Dad, no… we are coming to you.”

      “No! Under no circumstances come here. Do you understand?” 

      She paused momentarily when she saw a woman crushed under the rock.

      Ayden shouted. “Come on, Cassidy! Keep moving. We must get out of here!” 

      She looked away, and followed her brother.

      “Cassidy. Listen to me! Listen to me… I want you to go back home,” Roumoult said.

      She felt her heart crush. Her legs shook with fear. “But we are trapped. They are everywhere.”

      “Find a way. In the basement, behind the wine cellar, there’s a door.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, pressing the phone against her ear.

      “You and your brother will have to go.”

      Her pace slowed trying to grasp the meaning of his words.

      “Cassidy?” said Roumoult.

      She stopped. “We are not leaving without you!”

      “Quiet!” hissed Pyper.

      “There are bags with supplies,” Roumoult said.

      “Dad…” 

      “The hidden door will open into a tunnel. Head West. It will lead you out of the city. Go to Pandora. Do you understand me? Do not deter. Just get to Pandora.”

      Justin grabbed her arm and pulled her along. 

      “No!” 

      “I will meet you there.”

      “You promise?” She waited for an answer.

      “Cassidy…,” 

      Tears rolled down her face. Her eyes met Ayden’s. “I am not taking no for an answer.” 

      “Fine. Fine. I promise. I am on my way. Go. Now!”

      Her body was tense with fear and shock.

      “Cassidy, we are running out of time. Promise me you will do as I say,” Roumoult said. 

      “Okay…,” Cassidy sobbed.

      “Good… I’ll call you back.”

      The call ended. She felt the blood drain from her face. She followed the others robotically, her mind numbed with shock. They reached the other side of the apartment building. Cassidy peered out of a cracked window. Smoke dominated the street, and the buildings were still on fire. The constant explosions sent shockwaves through the city.

      “We need to leave before it’s too late,” Pyper said.

      “Go where?” Justin asked. 

      "We need to get home," said Cassidy.

      “No, that’s a bad idea.” Pyper remarked.

      Tom ignored her. “Why?” 

      “Dad told me about a hidden tunnel that leads out of the city,” she said and added, “He said he would meet us there.”

      The group studied her face.

      “Are you sure?” asked Tom.

      She nodded. 

      “Okay.” 

      Mindy left Cassidy’s side, located a pair of sports shoes amidst the debris, dusted them off, and slipped them on.

      “How is your foot?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “We need to find a medical kit.” Cassidy turned to Ayden. "How far away are we from home?"

      "Fifteen blocks... roughly."

      "That is a long way."

      She felt a knot of unease tightening in her gut and turned. 

      Pyper stood like a statue. "They are here." She lifted an iron pipe beside her feet. Fear grasped Cassidy. Thunderous roars echoed. Tom and Justin took positions. Blood drained from Cassidy’s face. How could she protect herself? She looked around. There were no swords. What could she do? She picked up a rock and moved close to Tom. Ayden and Mindy hid behind a heap of rubble.

      Tom turned. “Where’s Pyper?” 

      Cassidy looked around. She had vanished. 

      Tom was about to act but paused when four creatures advanced towards them. Tom and Justin slaughtering two creatures. She covered her ears. A creature lurched towards them; Tom ducked. It soared overhead landing on its hind limps. It whipped around, and bared its teeth. It charged towards them. Tom shot it at point blank range. The second one dodged Justin’s bullets and jumped behind a heap of rubble.

      Justin’s gun clicked. “Damn!” He reached for his pockets to reload.

      A growl echoed. Justin and Ayden froze. The creature launched itself over the debris, its gaze fixed on them. A shadow appeared and pierced a sharp piece of glass through its head. The creature bellowed loudly. Pyper pulled out the glass shard and, with immense force, decapitated the creature.

      Everyone was shocked.

      Tom approached her. “Where were you?”

      “Hiding.”

      “Don’t disappear like that again.”

      Roars echoed. 

      “Damn, there are too many of them,” said Justin.

      “Let's go,” Tom said, throwing a rock at the window, shattering the glass into pieces. 

      They left the building and ran down the block. They reached the end of the block, when they heard multiple screams. Cassidy stopped. A frantic mob flooded out of an alley, heading straight them.

      “What’s wrong with them?” asked Mindy. 

      Smog spread over the street. From within the smog appeared a figure. Cassidy’s mouth went dry. It was the same creature she had seen earlier. It floated motionlessly with a smug on its face. 

      “Everyone move!” Tom shouted. 

       They fled. The crowd moved away from the creature, which seemed in no hurry. The structure above them cracked in the middle. The frenzied crowd overtook them. A powerful whooshing noise filled the space above their heads. The ground trembled. As she ran, Cassidy saw a gray ship. It differed from the others. Explosions shook the air as a fleet of dark ships pursued it.

      Why are they firing on that ship? 

      She didn't have the answers. 

      "We must get off the street," said Justin. 

      “The buildings are not safe. We should get underground!” Tom shouted.

      A massive blast rocked the building above them, sending debris flying in all directions. Tom stopped abruptly and changed directions, pulling her and Pyper along with him. Cassidy jumped over a woman who had fallen to her death under the rocks. Mindy was right behind her. Ayden and Justin were not far behind. A deafening noise boomed under their feet. Tom came to a sudden halt. The earth before them ruptured, splitting open into a gaping chasm.

      "Whoa..." Tom cried as he fought to stand upright. 

      "Jump... jump!" shouted Justin.

      They leaped over the crack and ran with the crowd. Cassidy looked behind. The creature hadn’t moved. They had not gotten far when they heard another deafening blast. Cassidy glanced back. The surrounding buildings shivered. One by one, they exploded.

      "Run!" shouted Tom.

      They ran as fast as their feet would allow. She could hear Mindy cry, but she clutched her hand tightly. Her brother was by her side, and Pyper and Tom were in the lead. The building above them cracked, and debris fell in front of them forcing them to stop. Tom and Pyper barely escaped it. Panting for breath, they glared at the debris.

      “Climb!” yelled Ayden.

      Without another thought, they began climbing over it. She slipped, hurting her knee.

      “Ouch,” she said holding it.

      Her brother gripped her arm and pulled her up. They jumped to the other side, where Pyper and Tom were waiting.

      “Come on,” Tom said running ahead.

      Pyper matched his speed. The kids followed. Another loud noise echoed. Tom looked below. Fear filled his features. He pushed Pyper away. The ground crumbled, creating a vast chasm. Tom and Pyper staggered and fell. 

      “No!” Cassidy shouted.

      “Tom!” Ayden called out. 

      They rushed to the edge of the abyss. They saw Pyper hanging by her life. Justin immediately pulled her up.

      "Tom! Tom!" Cassidy shouted, but no reply came.

      All they saw was dust and darkness.

      "No! No. This is not happening," cried Mindy.

      Intense silence engulfed her. Numbness spread through her body. Cassidy kept wishing to hear Tom’s voice. Justin was trying to pull her away, but she resisted. Was she going to lose everyone? Tom? Her parents? Her friends? Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Justin pulled her away from the edge. “We have to go!” 

      She cried uncontrollably, trying to free herself. “NO! NO! We can't leave him.” But he was stronger. Ayden stood like a statue. 

      Controlling Cassidy with one hand, Justin grabbed the boy with the other. “Ayden, come on!” 

      He dragged them away. Pyper stood glaring down at the hole. Shocked. Breathless. 

      “Pyper! We have to leave,” Justin told her. 

      Feeling devastated, they moved with the crowd. Cassidy trudged through the wreckage, her mind blank and her body unfeeling. Then she remembered. Sobbing, she made the call. It went through. “Dad… where are you?” She heard a loud humming noise. She pressed the phone against her ear. Suddenly, the trembling stopped. She paused, while hysterical people ran past her. But the crowd distance stood like statues without pulses.

      “What the hell is it doing?”

      The malevolent creature lingered aloft, its wicked form defying gravity. It lifted its hands. A group of people rose to the sky.

      She screamed. “Run.”

      They left the street, and took refuge within the crumbling walls of a half-fallen building.

      "Underground, we need to get underground," said Justin. 

      The group ran into the middle of the hall. A barrage of explosions rocked the city. Cassidy felt the ground under her shake vigorously. Before they could escape the inevitable, the ground crumbled, and they fell into a dark, endless void.

      
        * * *
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      Emmeline could not believe what was happening. Her entire life flashed in front of her eyes. The city was under siege. Flames engulfed every corner. Buildings lay in ruins, and the sea churned ominously. She was supposed to protect it, and she had failed. The portal was ready, but the queen had bombarded Raven, damaging several systems. An alarm screamed overhead, and she quickly compensated.

      "Scans complete. Forty-five percent of the city has been destroyed. Estimated deaths 200,000. The queen’s ally has taken control over a segment of the population," announced the AI.

      “What do you mean?”

      On the monitor she observed people levitating from the ground, seemingly lifted by an unseen force. They hung like dolls, their limbs arranged in unnatural positions, their faces blank and empty.

      “Oh my god.” 

      “We’re outgunned. Our only option is to leave.”

      “There has to be a way to save them.” She said thoughtfully.

      “We do not have the technology to change time or repair the past.”

      She looked at the mythical device. “Maybe we do.”

      “What are you thinking?” 

      “I need time.” 

      “You don’t have time.” 

      “Alexander presumed the mythical device was a source of immeasurable power.” 

      “That’s a theory.” 

      “Which we have proven. I have two pieces of the artifact, and we have witnessed its power. But it’s true potential is still unknown.” 

      “What are you implying?” 

      “There were references in Alexander’s notes… to space and time.” 

      “Another theory.”

      “Is it? The rogue planet on which the first piece was discovered did not exist on any star map. The plaque led us there. Then, we traveled to the past to retrieve the second piece. That means I can use it to open portals. I could confront the queen. So, what if the mythical device could do more?”

      “If you are referring to fixing timelines. There is no reference in Alexander's notes to support this notion. Also, we don't know what will happen if you tamper with the timeline again.”

      But she knew there was a way. “I have to try. Keep flying towards the portal.” 

      As Raven navigated through the jungle of burning buildings, she summoned the pieces to life. The plaque cast a steady glow while the pieces orbited it like celestial bodies in a solar system. The ship was rocked by a series of explosions, sending shockwaves through its hull.

      "The sensors have sustained damage.”

      “Stay on course.” 

       Raven streaked through the smoky cityscape. 

      She closed her eyes and concentrated. Time dilated. Voices around her drowned away. A shell formed around her. Her heartbeat slowed, and she felt elevated. A state of weightlessness set in, and familiar boundaries of flesh and bone vanished. She felt consciousness catapulted into an alien realm. Her eyes snapped open. In front of her stood seven massive towers. Voices echoed through the void. She couldn't understand a word.

      Whoa. Where am I? Where is the Raven? The city?

      Her heart pounded. She was floating. “What is this?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      She ascended towards hefty towers, heading dangerously close to them.  “No. Turn… turn.” To her surprise she swayed and could easily fly amongst the towers. “Okay. This is weird. She stopped when she saw utter darkness ahead. There were no stars or planets.

      “Where am I?”

      “You are everywhere,” said a mysterious voice.

      She spun. “Who? Who are you?” The voice didn’t respond. “Are you the voice of the mythical device?”

      Again, no answer came.

      She floated close to the towers. “Look. I am seeking to fix the timeline. Save my planet. Can you help me?”

      “Time is irrelevant.”

      “Not to me. My world will shatter. How can I help my people?”

      “Follow the lights.”

      “What? What light?”

      There was no answer. The towers vanished. A whoosh echoed. Strings of lights whizzed past her like shooting stars.

      “Whoa!” She followed the lights. They led her to an endless thick string of light. It fluttered as she flew past it and emitted a burst of mist. It fell on her face. A kaleidoscope of voices, pictures, and sounds bombarded her senses, rushing past like a fast-forwarded movie.

      “What is this? Tell me?”

      There was no answer.

      She moved a bit ahead, and the string sensed her presence and emitted another burst. A yellow mist fell on her face. This time she heard multiple voices, saw man on the moon, and saw Voyager 1 fly past her.

      “This is time. This… is…. oh, my god!” she held her head. Time isn’t something someone could see, but only imagine. She figured this was a representation of it.

      “The port side has sustained extensive damage, and structural integrity is at sixty percent,” said the AI in the background, its voice distant and muffled.

      She wanted to respond, but she had ventured too deep. She kept moving and slowed when she noticed a split in the string. The fractured light wavered, its glowed pulsating like a heartbeat.

      “Save the past. Protect the future,” said the mysterious voice.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      No answer came.

      “Please tell me what to do?” She waited and her frustration grew. “What do you want me to do?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      She hesitated, wishing there was a user manual for this device. “Alright let’s try.” She extended her hand and felt a jolt. The darkness lit up, revealing a chorus of hundreds of voices speaking at once. She felt them: the pain, the happiness, the celebrations, and the disasters.

      Time to try something.

      Mustering all her strength, she shut her eyes and tried to heal the break in the string. A blinding light shone, and the seven pillars materialized once more, releasing a colossal surge of energy.

      More.

      The energy field surged, spreading in all directions and interconnecting the pillars. With a loud hum, the light spun at immense speed, creating a vortex of energy.

      A little more.

      She grunted, her energy dwindling. The vortex seemed to be siphoning her life force. Suddenly, the light vanished. Blood trickled from her nose onto her clothes, her heart pounded in her chest like a war drum, and a sharp pain flared in her stomach, but she persevered. Opening her eyes, she saw a sphere around the broken section of the string.

      “For now, this will do,” said the voice.

      Suddenly, she was back on Raven. She gasped and coughed; her hands slick with blood. She checked the time. Only seconds had passed, but for her felt longer. The pieces and the plaque were glowing.

      “Did it work?” she asked herself.

      Raven jolted, bringing her back to reality. In front of her was the bridge. "What happened?"

      A thunderous blast echoed, tossing her off her chair. Raven began to drop from the sky. She scrambled back into the chair. The ship drew nearer to the bridge, where the portal emanated a blinding radiance, ensnaring several objects in its wake.

      "Several vehicles are trapped in the portal’s wake, one of them is Cranston’s." said the AI, zooming in the monitor.

      "This is not good! Change course!"

      "We cannot. The navigation system is damaged, we are venting fuel, and structural integrity and shields are failing." 

      The light in the cockpit dimmed. She punched buttons, trying to change course. Regrettably, it was all for nothing.

      “Thirty seconds until we reach the portal,” said the AI.

      She bit her lips and felt like pulling out her hair. She had to save them. "Do we have control over the cargo bay doors?"

      "Yes."

      "Seal the cockpit and the quarters. Open the cargo bay doors."

      "What are you doing?" 

      “I do not have time to explain! Do it!"

      The AI obeyed. The door to the cockpit shut, and the cargo bay’s doors opened.

      "If you are planning to hurl the cars into the cargo bay, I should warn you we do not have towing equipment."

      "I know. Remind me to install one!"

      "Noted."

      She grabbed the piece and focused. As if commanded by an unseen force, the plaque came to life and bathed the cockpit in a brilliant glow. She gripped the console as Raven descended and hit the ground, scraping the road to bits. The portal’s bright light blinded her. 

      “Raven will enter the portal in three… two… one.” 

      She pulled all her remaining strength and snapped her fingers. The glow expanded, slipped through the bulkheads. The swirling thin rims of energy left Raven and fell over the cars.

      "Thrusters!"

      The thrusters fired up, and Raven rotated, pushing back against the immense energy emanating from the portal. The cargo bay doors aligned with the yellow radiance, and it tugged the cars into the cargo bay. The doors closed, the glow vanished, and the cars dropped to the floor. Air rush through the cargo bay. The pieces became quiet.

      “The vehicles are secure,” said the AI.

      Emmeline looked numbly at the flashing light ahead of her. Raven materialized on the other side of the portal, arriving in a new realm.

      "We have made it," said the AI.

      Emmeline didn’t respond. Her head spun, blood dripped from her nose, and she fell to the floor, unconscious.

      
        
        24th Century

        Raven

      

      

      "Emmeline." called the AI. But she didn't respond. "Emmeline, wake up," it called again. 

      When she didn't respond, the AI assessed for threats. Raven was in uncharted space, hemmed in by a vast expanse of asteroids stretching for miles in all directions. The short-range scans showed an asteroid field, a mix of remains of several planetoids which had been destroyed. It did not detect any Orias or alien crafts. Deducting that the surroundings were safe; the AI conducted an internal scan. Navigation and sensors were non-functional. It detected three hull breaches on the port side and calculated the structural integrity at fifty-five percent. The shields were at thirty percent. They were low on weapons. The environmental systems were working within normal limits. It concluded the system needed a restart.

      “Rebooting.”

      All systems shut down one by one, then sprang back to life. Upon reboot, the AI reevaluated the situation. The sensors still remained offline, but the navigation systems were functional in a limited capacity. The AI moved on to scanning for lifeforms. It noticed there were seven apart from Emmeline. They had salvaged four cars. The unexpected passengers were injured, and their life signs were fading. 

      

      Emmeline felt her body grow warm, and then she heard her slow heartbeat. She took a deep breath and regained consciousness. Her brow kitted when her vision cleared. She sat up and felt her head spin. She wiped her nose with her hands and noticed the streak of blood. "What happened?"

      "You collapsed."

      "Why?"

      "Unknown"

      Emmeline closed her eyes and felt lightheaded and drained. Maybe because she used the piece, or she had exceeded her limits.

      "Emmeline. I hope you are okay, but we have more pressing matters."

      Her eyes widened, and she stood up. Her heart dropped to her stomach. In front of her was a seemingly endless expanse of asteroids. "Where are we?"

      "Unknown. The extensive debris is interfering with long-range scanners."

      She frowned.

      "Emmeline... our unexpected passengers are..."

      She didn't let it finish and bolted out of the cockpit. She entered the cargo bay. The cars were stashed together. Grabbing the scanner, she rushed to the gray one. Its glass was cracked, but except that it was intact. She got to her knees and checked. She heaved a sigh of relief when she detected steady heartbeats. Blood oozed from Roumoult’s head, and he was stuck in his seat awkwardly. Besides him was William. He was the luckiest, barely injured. She crawled inside the vehicle through the broken window and checked Angelus and Jack. They were unconscious but were alive. She heard a groan, and her attention was drawn to the next car. Its door was slammed in, and the engine was emitting smoke. She rushed towards it and gasped. The man was choking. A fragment of debris had pierced through his stomach. Blood spurted out of his chest.

      "Oh no. Please. Please. Don't die."

      "Help…," he pleaded.

      She rushed out, grabbed the first aid kit, and returned. The car door was stuck, so she cut it open. The metallic shrapnel had pierced through his body and the seat, damaging several organs.

      "Your options are limited,” said the AI. 

      His breath was labored. The device beeped, and she noticed his blood pressure and oxygen levels were dropping. She injected him with powerful painkillers and antibiotics. 

      “Please do not die,” she mumbled. 

      To treat his injuries, she had to get him out of the car. She grabbed the piece with both hands and pulled it out. He screamed in agony. She made him comfortable on the floor. With her limited abilities, she struggled to stop the bleeding. She closed the wound with shaking hands, but it was all in vain. The instruments beeped loudly. His heart was failing, and blood was filling his lungs.

      “No. No. Stay with me.”

      The AI was right. Before she knew it, he was gone. 

      “No. No.” She wept experiencing a wave of guilt. Because of her, the city had been destroyed, and thousands had died. This unfortunate event could have been avoided had she located the piece immediately. With a heavy heart, she approached the other heavily damaged car. The woman was already dead. A long shard of glass had pierced her brain, and her eyes fixed and vacant. She had died instantly. The last car’s passenger did not survive either. Emmeline bowed her head.

      "Emmeline. Roumoult needs help, and we need to dispose of the bodies."

      Putting her pain and guilt aside, she said. "Locate a stable asteroid."

      The AI began working. 

      She approached the gray car and opened the door. Cutting the seat belt, she pulled Roumoult out. He was heavy, and she almost fell. "Oh. Please wake up."

      Leaving him, she picked up the medical supplies. In one of the quarters, she opened the kit and spread a sheet on the bed.

      "Sterilizing," said a robotic voice. 

      Then there was a buzzing noise, and the plain transparent sheet became two inches thick. The sensors within the bed were activated. She pulled up a rectangular monitor and placed it on the table. She connected the temporary medical bed to the monitor. Next thing, she rushed to the cargo bay and began pulling Roumoult.

      "Using the trolley might be a good idea," suggested the AI.

      She let go of him. “Right.” 

      Using the trolley was effective. She transferred Roumoult to bed. The monitor beeped. 

      “The scans show he has a skull fracture,” observed the AI.

      “That doesn't sound good,” 

      “His blood pressure and intracranial pressure are increasing. You need to act now.”  

      “Yeah. No pressure.” 

      Nausea swirled in her stomach as she finished trimming his hair to expose the wound. This was beyond her expertise and wished for some help. Following the instructions of the AI, she used the instruments. She was dripping with perspiration when she finished. The amount of medicine she had injected him with terrified her. But it was the best she could do. She got rid of the blood-soaked blanket and replaced it with a new one. 

      "Guidelines recommend no sudden movements," stated the AI.

      “Activate shield.”

      A white light fell on him. 

      She rested her head on the bedside and inhaled deeply.

      “Emmeline, three more people need your help.”

      “I know.” 

      She made William comfortable in the quarters beside Roumoult. She treated his mild concussion with ease. Jack was the lightest, and his injuries were superficial and easy to treat. Angelus was the last and the heaviest. He suffered from a broken wrist, which she treated effortlessly. Exhausted, she returned to the cockpit and dropped on the chair. The navigation system glitched as Raven glided past an asteroid.

      "Where are we heading?"

      "I have detected a stable asteroid about half a lightyear away."

      She nodded and relaxed in the chair. She thought about the string. Had she managed to fix it? She remembered the sphere around the broken string. She went through the databases. All seemed well. History was as she remembered it. But if the time had altered, would she have noticed the changes? She felt a knot in her stomach.

      The AI broke the silence in the cockpit. “We have arrived at our destination.” 

      Emmeline said nothing and took control. The monitors glitched, and the coordinates vanished.

      “The navigation system is damaged.”

      The monitor came back online. Raven hovered over the gray surface and landed with a thud. She sliced an empty container into half and gently placed the bodies inside. Emmeline walked out of the ship in her suit and pulled the floating trolley with the secured container. After drilling four holes, she anchored the container to the asteroids surface.

      The AI asked. “Is there anything you would care to say?”

      “What can I say that will make it right?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Exactly,” she replied, feeling the pain deep in her heart. Emmeline didn't know if she should cry for herself or these innocent people. She lifted her hand, the disruptor powered up. She pushed the button. The bodies burst into flames. The fire dissipated quickly, leaving behind scorch marks on the asteroid's surface. She stood glaring at it for a second and then turned away.

      Raven left the asteroid. The AI flushed out the three cars. Two beams hit the vehicles, turning them into dust. With no hope, she watched the stars and the endless sea of asteroids. She bowed her head, and her eyes settled on the pieces on the dashboard. She sensed the power flow through her. It was unmistakable. With each piece her power grew. It could make her invincible. But at what cost?

      
        * * *
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        24th Century

        Titan, bridge, Deck 1

      

      

      Anastasia stood on the dark bridge. An intense feeling of emptiness pervaded her as if life had been cruelly snatched away. The stars had vanished, and there was pin-drop silence. Titan was stuck inside an alien ship. Her gaze flickered across the bridge, and she saw the shock etched on Edward's face. 

      Why didn’t the crew say something? 

      Perhaps this was all a bad dream; and all she needed was to wake up.

      "Status?" she asked in a low voice.

      None of the crew responded.

      "Status."

      "Sorry, Commander," said Edward, realizing he was the senior officer since Adrian was not on Titan. "My console is down."

      "Navigation is offline," added Todd.

      "Operation console is not working," Rhys said, punching the keys helplessly.

      She turned to the science station. Of course, it was dark as well. "Communications?"

      "Without power, we’re left with very few alternatives," Edward said.

      "Okay. Think. Think." she said, holding her head. "We need power… where are the emergency power cells?"

      Rising from his seat, Rhys said, “There are a few under the science station.”

      Edward and Rhys brought out the power cells while Todd turned on the emergency lights. The small beams from the ceilings were not enough. She marched towards the elevator and tried to open it. It didn’t work. She turned to the small panel and began checking. Then, a thought occurred to her. The power cell could not run the elevator even if she opened the door. Todd was under his console. A soft drilling noise echoed, and he opened a panel. He attached the power cell to the operations console, and it came to life. Dusting his clothes, he sat in his chair.

      "Our priority is to establish a mode of communication with the crew."

      “We could set up an internal frequency to communicate with each other,” suggested Rhys.

      "How?" asked Edward.

      "The scanners. We can use them as communication devices."

      “Do it,” said Anastasia.

      While Rhys set up the frequency, the rest of the team focused on powering the viewscreen. They connected the four power cells and hit the button. A flash of light filled the room. She shut her eyes at first, but soon they adjusted. After a few seconds of wavering, the screen resolved into a clear image. She felt a heavy weight on her chest as she approached the viewer. It felt like they were at the end of a deep well. Rows of small lights above them became visible, highlighting multiple galleries. She assumed these were decks. Her eyes moved to Prometheus. It stood motionless. The screen moved, showing a gray wall that surrounded Titan.

      “This could be a hanger deck,” said Edward.

      “Agreed.”

      The screen halted for a second, and she noticed the docking bays of Prometheus and Titan were aligned. 

      Todd turned to her. "Is that intentional?"

      "Maybe it is, or the aliens don’t give a damn," replied Anastasia. “Turn it off. Use it only when you need it.” 

      It was 1800 hours, and Anastasia was getting restless. Setting up the frequencies took more time than they had expected. Rhys' first attempts did not work. He rerouted the signal through the console. After some tinkering, he established a frequency to make the scanners go off. He targeted Engineering, Crystal Lab, and Armory. 

      Anastasia waited. Ten seconds passed, and she said, "Is it not working?"

      "It is. No one is picking up."

      A voice echoed. "Hello. Who is this?" said Cyr.

      "Cyr. This is the bridge," said Anastasia. 

      "Oh great! We were trying to find a way to you."

      "Okay. Any casualties?"

      "No."

      "Have you heard from anyone else?"

      "No. We were trying to get the power online."

      "How is that working out?"

      "We haven’t isolated the problem yet. And without internal scanners, it will be hard."

      "Do what you need to do. We will use the scanners as communicators until we fix Titan's communications."

      "Got it."

      "Rhys, once you have contacted all the departments, get working on bringing Titan's main communications online."

      “Sure, I’ll need to access the main communication hub on Deck 7 and connect it to external power cells."

      "Do it."

      Rhys nodded and looked around worriedly.

      "Is something wrong?" asked Edward.

      "How are we going to leave the bridge?"

      Edward regarded Anastasia. They moved to the operations console. "Do you have access to Titan’s schematics?"

      “I believe so,” Todd said, tapping a key on the console. 

      A picture popped up. Anastasia enlarged the schematics of the bridge with her fingertips.

      "One way of getting out is, cut through the top of the elevator. Climb up the shaft and attempt to open the doors," said Todd.

      Anastasia didn’t want to damage Titan. "Any other option?"

      "The vents," pointed out Edward. “They open into every corridor, and we could use them to go from deck to deck.”

      "We should get to engineering and figure out what is keeping us here. Then bring the engines and weapons online."

      Edward nodded. 

      A buzzing echoed.

      "Commander, eighty percent of the crew have responded to our hail. They are unharmed, and I have asked them to remain at their posts," Rhys said.

      "Good work."

      "Who is unaccounted for?" Edward asked.

      “The off-duty crew and Dr. Keston.”

      "Keep trying. Have you managed to contact Prometheus?"

      "There's a chance the same frequency will work, but we may need to boost the signal strength."

      “Give it a shot.”

      A shrill echoed on the bridge. 

      "Commander. There is no power in the Crystal Lab," Chris’s voice echoed.

      She felt her pulse rise. "Chris, there is no power anywhere."

      "This is a disaster."

      "We are trying our best to fix it."

      “What would you suggest I do in the meantime?"

      Anastasia gritted her teeth. "Chris. Stay in the Lab and figure out a way to scan the interior of the alien ship."

      "Oh really? And how do you suppose I do that?"

      " Figure it out!" snapped Anastasia.

      Edward suppressed a smile. 

      Another loud beeping echoed. 

      “We are receiving a signal,” said Rhys excitedly and isolated it. A voice echoed on the bridge. "This is Commander Hart of Prometheus. Identify yourself."

      Anastasia’s heart danced with joy. "Commander, this is Titan. Are you and your crew alright?"

      "It’s so good to hear your voice. The crew is accounted for and unharmed."

      “That’s excellent news. Have you heard from your Mykel?”

      “Not yet.” 

      “I see.” Losing contact with their team on the Sphere presented several issues. "Commander, stay in touch." 

      “Understood,” 

      She turned to Rhys. "Can you put Prometheus on a separate frequency?"

      He nodded. 

      "Also, is there any way to encrypt them?"

      He eyed her.

      "The aliens might be listening."

      Rhys smiled. “I can encrypt them and place automated security algorithms to safeguard all communications.”

      “Excellent.”  

      Getting ready to leave the bridge, she turned to Todd. "While I am away, you are in command."

      All color drained from his face. She smiled and placed her hand on his shoulder. "We will be with you every step of the way. Do not leave the bridge and stay alert."

      "Yes, mam."

      She climbed over the science console and whipped out the tool from her belt to unlock the ventilation. The black square door was about 50 inches wide and 70 inches long. It glided laterally with a gentle beep. Edward gave her a boost. The enclosed space made her feel trapped and uneasy as soon as she entered. She was on the brink of hitting her head, but she narrowly avoided it. She turned on her flashlight. With her elbows, she pushed forward. Edward followed her in, and both of them moved towards the nearest exit.

      At the end of ten minutes, Anastasia was exhausted. The air was thin, and it was getting warmer. They reached the door and entered the key code on a slim panel. It opened. She peered down, with her head dangling in the empty corridor. She turned around, and with her legs first, she jumped. Her spirits fell as her heart sank like a stone. The barrenness of Titan was beyond her expectations.

      Edward jumped down and glanced back. "We must keep moving,"

      "Yes. Engineering is on Deck 5."

      With every step she took, she feared the worst. What did these aliens want? They were after the Sphere. But she wondered why capture Prometheus and Titan? She had to wait for answers, or rather find them. A heavy thump startled them. They turned. There was not a soul in sight. "Was that the crew?"

      Edward checked his scanner. "No."

      Despite the negative scan, a nagging feeling in her gut told her that something was there, concealed and biding its time in the shadows. Ignoring her gut feeling, she headed in the vent's direction. She punched in the codes, and the door slid open. She took a breath in and crawled inside.

      
        
        Titan, Deck 2

      

      

      Anastasia didn't like it. With each step, her eyes strained to adjust to the lack of light. The flashlight was not enough. The path ahead of them seemed like a long, endless tunnel. Every once in a while, she would stop momentarily, straining to hear any sign of danger.

      Did Mykel feel this way upon entering the Sphere?

      She hoped to hear from him soon. They had lost contact with the crew on the Sphere. Her grip around the disruptor tightened. They were on Deck 2 which housed the Crystal Lab, the observatories, and cargo bays. The view through the windows wasn't a pleasant sight. It was gloomy and rather depressing. With a mechanical whir, the scanner hummed to life. 

      "Commander, Rhys here."

      "Go ahead."

      "Most of the crew is accounted for. But six people are unreachable, including Dr. Keston and Selina."

      She eyed Edward, who looked concerned.

      "Maybe she is in her quarters and doesn’t have a scanner," Edward said.

      "We can check on her once we have a better understanding of what is going on," said Anastasia. 

      "Okay."

      "Commander Katia has asked me to inform you that she is on her way to engineering and will provide an update if she finds anything."

      "Understood."

      The communication ended.

      By the time they reached Deck 3, weariness had washed over her. Titan, without power, was a dim and desolate place, with dark corridors connecting isolated levels. Travel time increased by a factor of ten, making even short distances feel like a long journey. Suddenly, Edward stopped.

      "What is it?"

      "I think I saw something."

      Anastasia's scanner glowed with a faint blue light, and she began checking their surroundings. “We are all alone.”

      “My mind must be playing games with me,” he said, surveying the corridor. A muffled thud echoed.

      Her muscles tensed, and the hair on her neck stood up. 

      “Was it our imagination or real?” asked Edward. 

      "I don’t know. Let's keep moving."

      There was pin-drop silence on Deck 4. Their torches struggled to push back the encroaching darkness. She slowed her pace when she noticed an open door.

      "That’s unusual," she said.

      Edward checked the label. "This is cargo bay 7. No one should be in here."

      Anastasia gulped. They stepped inside. The cargo bay stretched out before them, illuminated only by the soft glow of their flashlights. Rows of racks holding boxes were neatly stacked in the spacious hall. Tiers of crates and tanks held water and food reserves. 

      "Anyone there," Edward said.

      It was dead silent. He searched the area, and Anastasia inspected the metallic door. 

      Maybe it had malfunctioned. 

      Edward walked to the end and flipped his flashlight to and fro. Anastasia was about to follow him when she had a tingling sensation. There was someone here. She spun. The sight before her made her blood run cold. A crew member hung in the air with his neck twisted. She gasped, stumbled backward, and fell over a crate. A loud thud echoed. 

      "Commander?" Edward called out.

      Anastasia held her painful leg, glaring at the crate she’d tripped over. 

      “Commander.” 

      She picked up the flashlight and pointed it at the door. The crewman had vanished.

      Edward found her. "Are you alright?"

      "I think I saw something."

      Edward searched their surroundings. She wondered if what she saw was real or a figment of her imagination.

      "There’s nothing here."

      "I know what I saw."

      "And I believe you. We must keep moving,” said Edward. 

      It was close to midnight when they headed for Engineering. She kept glancing backward, feeling that someone was following them. They accessed the vent and reached Deck 5. They marched forward to find a group of crew members. Four of them worked in security, and two belonged to engineering.

      "Commander, it's good to see you," said a crew member. 

      "Likewise. Has anyone seen anything out of the ordinary?" she asked. 

      Their eyes met briefly before everyone shook their heads.

      Maybe it was just me. 

      She dismissed her thoughts.

      A dull thud caught their attention, and they observed as Cyr pushed the door open. “Finally.”

      “Hi,” said Anastasia. 

      “Welcome to Engineering,” said Cyr. 

      Anastasia stepped inside. The department was enveloped in darkness. The absence of the engine's steady hum left her feeling uneasy. Small lights glowed in different sections of the hall. Temporary dim lighting illuminated the three bridges above their heads. All consoles were dark. The crew was spread out, talking in low voices. The minute they spotted her, they became alert. 

      “At ease.” 

      She turned to Cyr. “How is the crew?”

      “They are well.”

      “Make sure everyone gets some sleep.”

      “Definitely.”

      "Have you located the problem?"

      A sigh escaped from her lips. "No. But it's not our engines or power distribution center."

      “Are the aliens disrupting our systems?”

      "I believe so. The white beam that pulled us in could be a high-tech force field."

      A door to a vent bust opened, and a crew member crawled out. He pulled with him multiple neon wires. 

      Cyr turned to her. “We are connecting the generators in Cargo Bay 4 to the mainframe. It should get us some answers.”

      “Excellent. Has anyone seen or heard anything unusual?” 

      Cyr shook her head. 

      “I heard banging inside the vent but couldn’t identify its source,” said the crew member. 

      A tiny nod was the best Anastasia could do. Her scanner buzzed.

      "Commander Hart, to Commander Waters. Come in, please."

      Anastasia pulled out her scanner. "Yes, Katia. Have you reached engineering?"

      "Not yet. I had to make a detour."

      "Why? What happened?"

      "I am in the medical bay. A patient has vanished."

      "Vanished?" Cyr inquired.

      "Who?" asked Anastasia.

      "Lieutenant Hagg. She had been in a coma since the battle of the perimeter."

      "She could have woken up."

      “Her brain has sustained significant damage, and her spine is severely ruptured. Technically, she shouldn't be able to walk. Not without extensive surgery. I think something took her.” 

      Anastasia's blood ran cold.

      
        * * *
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