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Chapter One
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Glass shattered and metal dented as cars rammed into cars. Terrified bleats and joyful squeals welled up unevenly on both sides of the street.

Yet the boy was still oblivious to all this. His bouncy walk and bobbing head followed rhythms different from those of the rest of the world.

The tiny smooth earphones were the culprits. For years now they, and dozens of their predecessors, had assisted him in maintaining a pocket-sized parallel universe of awesomeness. He’d cruise in this kick-ass bubble and sneer at the deluded wretches on the outside.

His name was Derek Wilmot.

He never thought he’d get caught up in something like this. After all, the crazy stuff on TV and the web rarely had anything to do with real life.

That’s what he had always believed deep down, as most teens tend to, convinced of their invincibility, immortality, and inherent good luck. With the drumbeats pounding away at his tympanic membranes, he didn’t even pay immediate attention to the hairs bristling on the nape of his neck as the air’s electrical charge spiked.

On the other side of the three-way junction up ahead, the sliding glass doors of a business high-rise finished letting in and out another quota of people, and closed themselves. As the door halves met, a sharp light splashed across the glass. Additional shining shards flared up in the glasses of a woman who had just turned the corner and now walked toward Derek.

This sudden blossoming of light in front of him made the boy look up, and then a gust of air slammed into his back. He saw the woman with the shades stumble to a standstill. Her mouth sagged, her nostrils flared, a gilded phone slipped from her fingers and fell by her leopard boots.

And were those other figures behind her actually sprinting into his direction?

Without thinking, Derek turned around.

Bad move.

Bad, bad move.

The wavering, shining apparition was staggering.

An oblong spot of blazing cold whiteness, about twenty feet high and eight feet wide, its lower end hovering inches above the street, snow-fumes curling beneath it.

Around this overpowering light, cars stood jammed at odd angles to each other. Animal terror and bestial rapture distorted people’s faces. Two men clambered over a blue Ford Fusion that blocked their way and threw themselves into the glow. Not even a ripple marked their passing through the surface of the shining entity.

Deadlights! I mustn’t look into it, mustn’t look!

The thought came a second too late. Derek’s eyes strained to catch all the wonderful nothingness flickering within the dazzling apparition.

Beckoning.

He felt his mouth contort into an idiotic grin. The accompanying movement of facial muscles forced the earplugs out, and he finally heard the voices of the terrified and the seduced, his own included.

His now rubbery legs began taking him toward the welcoming glow, a tiny portion of his mind still screaming to stop, to turn around, to run. The invading light was stronger, and with every step he took it grew in power, pushing his already dwindled reasoning part further back into some dark, isolated corner.

L-light-me-light-mine-nothing-light-nothing-anymore...

Suddenly, the right-hand half of the horizon surged upward; the city skyline—a row of jagged teeth rising to swallow up the sky.

W-what?

Shaking but strong fingers dug into his flesh, someone’s breath warmed his ear: bawling, ordering, pleading—vaguely familiar, but suddenly incomprehensible words.

Derek was being held down, right cheek pressed into the snow, which stuck to his face, and crept down his collar, but he didn’t notice, he didn’t care, all he wanted was to reach the light...

Go-let me go-me into light-the light-into the light-me go-you let go...

But in another two-three minutes the pale iridescence grew transparent, withered, and with a final whispery surge of air—vanished. Taking with it those it had seduced and swallowed up. Leaving behind only a tiny whirlpool of mist.

In a few seconds that too was gone.

During their brief existence in the middle of Randolph Street, the Deadlights had managed to strike with mortal terror over thirty people who scrambled over cars and each other in blind panic—and to force twenty-two people to come to them at a run, some of them jumping out of cars and even building windows.

To disappear without trace.

Only two of those attracted by the luminous invader survived the ordeal. One was Derek, tackled by Christopher Ellis, fifty-six, who, in spite of the profound terror planted into him by the white light, had managed to control himself long enough to save the boy.

The other survivor was Alita Gomez, seventy-three years of age, who simply hadn’t managed to reach it in time. Discarding her walking cane, losing her balance and falling after her fifth step, she had continued toward her goal at a laborious crawl over the cold pavement. And there she remained for a long time; shuddering with remorse, helpless tears streaming down her face, hands clawing at the spot from which the now vanished thing had called her.

Although he was spared disappearance within the light, Derek’s mental state did not go back to the way it was before the encounter. His initial joyful readiness to enter the light transformed into a consuming desire to find it again. A hysteric frenzy alternated by bouts of deep gloom, during which he would rock back and forth, arms wrapped around his body.

For the next two days after the incident it would be Derek’s lot to be kept under sedation inside a special ward.

On the third day no one would come to sedate him.

On the fourth day no one would come to feed him.

On the evening of the fourth day, the outer wall of the ward would collapse.

Thus freed, he’d walk the depopulated streets and drive over lonely highways, evading the various devil-critters and suspiciously alien plants, averting his gaze from the sky’s intimidating glare, searching for the light.

But all that had yet to happen.
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Chapter Two
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Julian tried to not dwell on the space station. Hannah was due to return in two more months, but in the last days a terrible premonition had begun creeping into his thoughts.

Don’t think about it! Don’t jinx it!

He made another turn in the park alley and the city’s noises flooded in. On the zebra crossing two other gentlemen with turned up collars and winter squints waited for the green light as well. They noticed him looking at them and scowled automatically, but it was obvious that their hearts weren’t in it. It was too dreary a day for robust urban animosity.

The lights changed, Julian crossed the street, chose a back alley bisecting the block, and thought of smiles. Seeing Hannah’s face light up in a sleepy grin as they woke up. That was definitely something he wanted to see every morning for the rest of his life.

Again, as if a foreign force was at work inside his skull, Hannah’s gentle smile was replaced by a death grin. “No!” he said aloud. 

No, please no, he repeated in his mind.

Their whole mini-vacation had been kicked off by their quick, modest wedding. They just signed, that was all. Then a few beers with three friends. The lavish affair with guests and parents and relatives and presents and a band and a cake and a dress and the public kiss would come later.

After she returned from her flight.

She will return. She must return.

Julian rounded the corner and was out on a wider street again. Office buildings, shops, boutiques and residential high-rises, all made for a fine winter scenery. It was his firm conviction that big cities could only ever look charming in autumn and winter. Something in the muted light, or perhaps the muted emotions of the city’s inhabitants, made the towering monstrosities of concrete and steel look just right.

In the summer he would turn twenty-three. Three months before that Hannah would turn twenty-nine. He had nursed a childish fear that people would make fun of him for being with an older woman. Instead, he had mostly gotten benign envy.

A warm gust of wind tickled his ears and cheeks. Julian looked lazily at the wall of the building by his side and failed to see any obvious source of the warm air. And yet he was certain that it wasn’t a phantom sensation.

Other people would have continued on their way, far too busy to think of an instant of warm air on a winter day. But he was young, he was a journalist, he was Julian. His ability to feel instant interest for any shade of the extraordinary, indeed, his ability to see the hint of the extraordinary where others would see and notice nothing, was one of the things which made him who he was. One of the things that pointed him to a career in journalism.

It was also one of the things that had attracted Hannah to him. She’d said as much.

Also, at this very moment, Julian was in need of a diversion from the amorphous fear that nibbled away at him. He turned and backtracked, sticking to his prior path. After only four strides, the side of his face felt a gust of air again. Perhaps because this time he was expecting it, it felt stronger and warmer. Therefore, its source was comparatively stable—it hadn’t been a fleeting phenomenon connected to a passing car, or to something similarly short-lived, like the airing of a room. He could now identify the direction of the warmth’s origin.

It came from the other side of the street.

Julian’s eyes searched for some obvious source: an open manhole perhaps, or some orifice or contraption on the building across the street. He saw nothing of the kind. He did notice expressions of mild surprise on the faces of two young women and one elderly man, as they crossed a specific spot on the opposite sidewalk.

They must have felt something too.

Then he saw the thin film of slushy snow covering the spot in question blur as it turned to vapor.

Three cars in a row passed, restricting visibility. Unconsciously, Julian chewed on his lower lip and clenched and unclenched his right hand, as if trying to send the cars faster along their way.

Another break in the traffic appeared. Was it his imagination, or was a small portion of the sidewalk across now slightly curved? As if bulging outward?

He looked under his feet again, to see if anything similar could be observed on his side of the street. Nothing much. Dirty snow, kneaded by the hurrying citizens into ever changing designs, a discarded wrapper...

Ants!

He noticed a steady stream of big black ants pouring out of a crack in the pavement, as if something down there was displacing them, forcing them out from their cozy winter quarters and up onto the inhospitable cold, wet surface.

The sudden conviction that something was about to happen descended fully-formed upon Julian.

His mind clear of all lingering traces of romantic vagueness, the world in sharper focus, he spun left and right, ignoring the quizzical glances thrown at him by some of the passersby.

On the other side of the street, the bulging portion of the dark pavement glistened, all snow already gone. The pedestrians there were now also aware that something was up. A man of forty, in a fashionable black coat and with a fashionable brown scarf tucked below his fashionably stubbled chin, was nearest. His initial carefully maintained expression of annoyed bafflement gave way to something more authentic and primal as cracks appeared in the swelling ground before him.

Julian took a few steps backward, unconsciously trying to put more distance between himself and the slow eruption on the other side; left hand stuck in a faulty loop of trying to jam fingers into a fold in his jacket, instead of the nearby pocket, where his phone was.

He already knew what was coming. Being a journalist, he realized what no one else had. Yet.

He opened his mouth to shout a warning.

Too late.

The Heebie-Jeebies had come.

A gray tentacle shot out from the hole, displacing chunks of concrete. Massive and alive it seemed, the thickness of a grown man’s arm at its tip, as wide as a horse’s neck at the point of its emergence.

People screamed.
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Chapter Three
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A minute after everyone settled in and got wired to the heart rate, blood pressure, skin conductivity, and brain wave monitors, the man with the gray hair and rimless eyeglasses strode into the room.

“My name is Ross. Malcolm Ross. Colonel Malcolm Ross,” he said as he faced the sitting soldiers. 

There was a nonchalantly iron edge to his voice. When he stopped speaking his angular maw dwindled to a thin-lipped line. His jaw was stiffly masculine, the way decades spent in the army tends to affect jaws, his whole posture was stiffly masculine in the same way for the same reason.

Colonel Ross inhaled as if to say something, but instead turned and sat himself down behind the small table.

The handler of the soldiers was already in the other chair. He looked a bit older than Ross—around sixty. His hairline had receded enough to add an inch to his forehead, but the remaining hair was still dark, just a smidgen of gray at the temples. Brows and lips drawn together as if vaguely unhappy with everything. A checkered sweater vest over a blue shirt.

This was Dr. Timothy Evans, known, not unexpectedly, as ‘The Doc’.

To the right of the table stood a wide plasma screen—bought back in the days when it had been extremely impressive—connected by a black cable to a laptop below it.

The soldiers sat in silence.

The two assistants of Dr. Evans stood silent as well, by the side wall, scrutinizing computer-displayed physiological information harvested by the web of electrodes.

A row of round ceiling lights buzzed, their reflections vague blurs on the floor.

“Men, you are all here, because you volunteered to be in this program,” said the colonel, still all expressionless authority, hands placed on the table in front of him.

The men he addressed were eight, two of them women, all seated on small plastic chairs.

Nathan sat between Maya and Jason. The air conditioning in the room was set slightly below the comfort zone for people naked from the waist up, but neither Nathan, nor Maya, nor Jason, nor anyone, allowed themselves even a single shiver.

The colonel swept the room with his slow, forceful glare. “Up to this point, it had been necessary to keep you in the dark. For almost three months now you have been training, without knowing what you were being trained for. Eating and sleeping here, with no leave. Now we will show you your goal. The goal almost none of you will reach.”

While Ross talked, Nathan looked at the doctor. Now, seeing him sit beside the colonel, Nathan thought that Evans looked meeker, more insecure. The doctor’s gaze hovered everywhere uncertainly, not settling for more than a second on any of the volunteers.

Perhaps Evans felt some guilt for keeping from them the final aims of the project.

Nathan did not pursue this thought to its possible conclusion, but instead allowed it to drift apart immediately, blocking a surge of anxiety as he had been trained, before a spike could be picked up by the electrodes. His breathing and heartbeat remained normal. He tried to keep his mind and his muscles relaxed as well.

“On this screen you will see footage that is top secret,” said Ross, and he took off his glasses. “What you find out here must not leave this room. You have all signed the papers to that effect, and no doubt you have wondered what the big deal was. Here it is.”

Evans nodded at his assistants, and the lights in the room dimmed. Now everyone’s breathing seemed louder.

Ross pointed a small remote and the TV’s screen lit up. It revealed a paused picture. A room, very much like the ones in which they had all been training. In that room, a young, bare-chested brunet in khaki pants, sat on a chair, electrode wires leading from his torso and head to machines outside the shot.

Just like us, thought Nathan, and continued breathing slowly, counteracting with considerable success his stomach’s attempts to knot up.

The date at the bottom of the screen showed this time last year.

Colonel Ross leaned to one side, scooped up the laptop, and placed it on the table. His face was now awash in the eerie glow of the monitor.

Doctor Evans cleared his throat.

Ross obviously pressed ‘play’, because the scene on the plasma screen came to life.

The young man in the chair looked at the camera and then somewhere above it.

“On the count of ‘one’, starting from ‘three’,” said someone’s voice. It sounded like the doctor’s.

The young man nodded, and closed his eyes.

“Three,” said the voice.

The scene froze again.

“Watch closely now,” said Ross, and pressed ‘play’ once more.

“Two,” said the voice.

The man on the screen exhaled through his mouth.

Nathan wanted to look at the others to see how they were handling all this, but knew that he shouldn’t. Not right now. He concentrated on keeping his data output within the norm: wouldn’t want the Doc to think that he can’t control his blood pressure after all the training.

“One,” said the voice.

The face of the man on the screen changed curiously. His mouth and the jaw appeared to relax completely, as if he was unconscious, while the area around his eyes tensed.

A red cartoon arrow appeared on the screen, obviously added as an attention-directing tool later on, when the footage was edited. The arrow pointed at the legs of the chair on which the young soldier sat.

A gasp escaped from someone to Nathan’s left. Probably Jason. Again, Nathan automatically controlled a surge of anxiety. But he could feel his heart picking up speed. The chair on the screen had risen at least five inches into the air.

So that’s it, Nathan thought slowly, deliberately. They’ve been training us for telekinesis.

“Keep watching, men,” said Ross.

Evans looked away from the screen.

The chair rose to a foot above the floor now. Applause could be heard now, a pair of hands caught on camera for a second, clapping.

“That’s enough for now, Pitrelli!” said the doctor’s voice.

Pitrelli and his chair did not descend back to the floor. He continued rising, electrodes falling away, the hairnet wires slipping off his head.

“Pitrelli, get down, that’s an order!” snapped a new voice, which Nathan also recognized. Ross.

By now the shaky camera was showing Pitrelli floating just under the ceiling, still sitting on his chair. Then Pitrelli grimaced as if in silent agony. What happened afterward didn’t make any sense.

“Again!” said Ross and played the scene back, at a slower speed.

This time Nathan could clearly see furniture and equipment fly straight at Pirelli’s head and upper torso, killing him instantly.

Or, it would have been instantly, if Ross hadn’t been showing it to them in slow motion.

After seeing Pitrelli’s face crumple under the edge of a flying heart monitor, Nathan looked at the colonel, and their eyes met.

He’s watching me, Nathan thought, and moved his eyes back to the screen, and again managed to keep his muscles relaxed and his heartbeat steady. But sparks of anxiety did fly around the edges of his thoughts.

The lights brightened again.

“What you saw just now,” said Evans with a pained expression, “was air force officer Cristiano Pitrelli kill himself by telekinesis.” A heavy sigh escaped his lips. “Both I and Colonel Ross were present then, both I and Colonel Ross are lucky to be alive today; for although Pitrelli satisfied his unconscious suicidal impulses by his newfound powers, he could have just as well indulged in his homicidal impulses and killed everyone in the room.”

Damn, thought Nathan, catching on instantly. So if I feel angry with another driver his car will explode? Or if a girlfriend leaves me, my refrigerator will beat me into a pulp? That’s...damn. That’s why the breathing and calming routine. But they can make me fly, eh? If I can handle it, that is. Cause if I can’t...he successfully derailed this train of thoughts as well.

The doctor pointed to the screen, where a paused Pitrelli hung in mid-air, almost completely covered by appliances and pieces of furniture, a hand punctured by two pens visible behind a computer keyboard, fuzzy sprays of dark blood suspended unmoving.

“After this happened, it was finally recognized that before anyone is given such powers, the volunteer must be trained to control his affects, his emotions. Hence, your feedback training.”

Evans looked at Ross. The colonel took his cue and continued the terrifying presentation. “Men! We don’t want telekinetic murderers, telekinetic suicidals, or telekinetic rapists. We need telekinetic heroes!” 

Ross put his glasses back on, got up, and went over to the TV, blocking the screen with his own figure. He crossed his arms and looked at the sitting soldiers.

“You know what’s been happening in the last two years. The Deadlights, the Heebie-Jeebies. Who knows what else is in store? It is the duty of the armed forces to protect this country from any danger, and it is your duty as soldiers to enforce this protection.”

His mouth screwed up into something almost like a smile.

“This screening was your final test. Dr. Evans and his team will analyze the data feeds from your hearts and minds to see who handled himself and who crapped his pants when you saw what’s what. Those who passed will begin second-phase training, effective immediately.”

I know I passed, I must have passed, thought Nathan, still keeping himself under control, letting his thoughts roam free only once the final electrode was popped off his skin.

Dr. Evans was already making his rounds, throwing worried looks at the preliminary data gathered from the possible telekinetic heroes. He caught Nathan’s gaze and gave him an unconvincing wink. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “We’ll be trying you out in three hours.”
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Hannah was hanging face down, two hundred and eighty miles above the Earth.

Gigantic feathery whirlpools spiraled soundlessly over northern Mexico and southern parts of the American east coast.

A herd of clouds stretched over the Atlantic.

The ocean water shone blindingly just by the edge of the horizon, where the planet’s curve became very pronounced.

Incepted by the slanted rays of the sun, shadows outlined every dent and bulge on the continents and on the cloud cover above them, making the whole hemisphere look as if it had been sculpted, molded by some craftsman.

And it all moved, visibly. Groups of more or less straight, elongated super-clouds, like enormous strands of cotton, swum at a seemingly moderate pace in direction opposite to the space station’s flight.

The lack of speed was deceptive.

The space station was in fact hurtling at an orbital velocity of over seventeen thousand miles per hour. At this speed, the sun rises every ninety minutes.

Attached to the space station’s docking module was the Inquiry, the first of NASA’s new line of space vehicle. A crude squat cone, this visual throwback to the 1960’s was supposed to be the next generation of shuttles to take up the mantle of space exploration.

Two puny white figures moved about outside the shuttle.

Fragile explorers wrapped in protective cocoons that maintained artificial scarecrow-shaped pockets in which Earth life can survive.

The sun’s rays subjected Hannah’s suit to a burning heat of almost two hundred-and fifty-degrees Fahrenheit. The suit was, of course, designed and built to withstand both this and the minus hundred degrees in the shade; an armor of fifteen layers of insulating material, it could even bounce back miniature asteroids.

Spacesuit helmets are fixed to the collar ring and always point straight ahead, therefore Hannah turned her whole body slowly to look at the controls of the pistol, not risking to disengage it from the bolt it had finally clasped after so many attempts.

This time she set the rotations to twelve per minute.

She pressed the trigger for twenty seconds, hearing nothing except her own breathing, the low whine of space suit machinery, and the crackling background of space radiation in her headphones.

“How is it now?” she asked, after deciding that the bolt had been tightened enough.

“Wait,” Kelly’s voice replied. “I’m getting something. Increasing and decreasing flows. Let me see. Yes, this time the magnetic field disappears completely for about two seconds and then starts growing, peaks in about eight seconds, and then starts declining again. Still wrong.”

“Well, I don’t know what to do,” said Hannah.

Kelly didn’t answer, the captain didn’t answer, ground control didn’t answer, and since she really did not know what to do, Hannah used this opportunity to transfer her attention to the Earth.

The angle of the sun’s rays had already changed slightly, adding a brownish tinge to the portions of the landmass that were visible through breaks in the clouds.

A group of lakes and two major rivers lay dark and mysterious.

She wished dearly that Julian could have been with her, to share this view. She could picture his face go into that expression of subdued awe which had attracted her so strongly the moment she realized he wasn’t faking it. On the other hand, something in him hinted that at times he was able to achieve inner experiences of similar intensity just from watching a car hiss past over a rainy street.

“Tal, how are you hanging in there?” asked Captain Wilson.

Comedian.

Who else would ask a man on a spacewalk that? He’d ask the same of a condemned man with the noose being tightened round his neck, if he could get away with it.

“Excellent!” said Tal. “I’ve just started my livefeed!” His voice changed to a husky disk jockey type, “Dr. Campbell, may I ask you to wave to the folks down on Earth?”

Realizing that no more suggestions of dealing with the technical issue were forthcoming from Kelly—or anyone else—Hannah decided to comply to the full. She disengaged the pistol grip tool, pushed away at a hand restraint, and slowly turned her back to her home world, facing the space tourist.

He looked the way everyone looks in a spacesuit, but there was something comical in the way he waved back, as if to confirm that her waving has been duly noted and recorded.

Generously, she followed up her wave with a thumbs up.

Hannah had no idea whether the software tycoon’s publicity stunt would revive his company’s fortunes, but it certainly had helped finance this expedition, so—buffoon or not—it was a question of basic courtesy to humor him.

“After almost a year of being empty of inhabitants, the old space station is being looked over by the crew of the Inquiry—the new prototype spaceship which looks so much like the pioneering pre-shuttle modules.”

Hannah only had time for one noisy sigh, before Tal’s voice returned: “No, wait, I’ll start again. Ahem, sorry, folks. The lights are on again at the Friendship Space Station as the crew of the Inquiry docks with the Togetherness module.”

Yeah, thought Hannah, that sounds more like what a real journalist would say. Julian’s grin appeared again in her mind.

“So tell us, Dr. Campbell, what exactly is the problem with the—data collector thing?” asked the space tourist.

“I wish I knew,” answered Hannah frankly and pretended to whack at the surface of the space station with her pistol grip tool. It merely looked like she was pointing at something in slow motion. She caught sight of a nebulae and the forced playful mood left her.

They were all just insignificant human specks in space.

Kelly’s voice cut in: “Hannah, I’ve gone back to the Inquiry, and it’s time you two came back in from the cold.”

“I hear and obey,” said Hannah. “You took the canister from the bio-module?”

“Yes. I’ve just fastened it in the cargo—uh, oh.”

“What?” asked Hannah, suddenly alert. She didn’t like the sound of that ‘uh, oh’.

“Captain, you smell something?” asked Kelly.

“Yup,” said Wilson. “You think maybe it’s leaking?”

“I’ll go and—”

The stars went into a slow spin. Hannah instinctively tightened her grip on the hand restraint as the space station moved.

Gurgling screams and a whooshing sound filled her helmet, but only for a second or two. Then everything went quiet, and she heard Banks say, “Oh my God!”

She pushed away and turned again toward the end of the space station to which the Inquiry was attached, just in time to see the last of the visible air dissipate in the vacuum. There was a huge rent in the Inquiry’s hull; the torn sheets of metal bent outward like ragged petals.

Although air no longer escaped through the hole, in conditions of zero-gravity the initial surge had worked like a short burst from a steering rocket, sending the space vehicle, and the space station to which it was attached, into an uncontrolled spin. Possibly into a change of orbit, too.

Hannah realized that the hissing she heard now was not static, nor air leaving the space ship—that had already happened—but her own constricted throat refusing to let out a scream of terror.

She felt a tug at her right hip and her heart skipped a beat—was she hit by some sort of particle? Instead, as she turned, she saw the white tether that had connected her to the Inquiry slowly snake away in the vacuum. The automatic disconnect system had worked; designed to free the tethers in case they were compromised by a leak.

But this time it wasn’t the tether that was leaking, it was the mothership itself that had been gutted.

An additional soft purr added itself to the sounds inside her spacesuit. Twenty-five minutes of oxygen reserves had just kicked in, together with the temperature control batteries.

“Tal Banks,” said Hannah, “hold on to whatever you’re holding on to and do not let go under any circumstance!”

No longer tethered to the spacecraft, the tourist could easily float away, spinning into the darkness.

“What the...what...what was that? Was that an explosion?” rasped Tal’s voice.

As if prodded by his question, the hitherto silent ground-control also appeared inside Hannah’s earphones. “Dr. Campbell, is there an emergency? The Inquiry’s computer has broken contact and there is no response on the private frequencies.”

“You bet there’s an emergency,” said Hannah. “A blowout. They must be both gone.”

“Both...an explosion? Is Mr. Banks correct?”

Tal Banks breathed heavily into his microphone.

“How should I know? You’re seeing what I am!” snapped Hannah, but privately wondered the same thing.

With no air between her and the shuttle, no waves of impact or noise of destruction could have reached her. Vacuum: the ultimate insulator. The cold emptiness of space, where humans are not welcome and must fight with tooth and wrench to stay alive for even a second.

Hannah felt her fear crystallize deep inside her solar plexus, compressing into a pinpoint. Soon it would explode and invade her whole being with metastasis of dark terror.

Instinctively, she pressed in the command sequence with her tongue, and the blue tube for the extraordinary situation tranquilizer appeared. She sucked in a dose. “I don’t know what it was,” she finally said. “And I don’t know what we should do now.”

This got Tal Bank talking, “Dr. Campbell, what’s going on, are they dead? Are we dead?”

“We’re not dead yet, Tal,” said Hannah with a deliberate calmness, and turned to him.

The space tourist was still clutching his vacuum resistant publicity gadget; the size of a small paperback, it was almost completely hidden in his glove. An awkward figure attached to an awkward artificial structure, surrounded by the immense vastness of a cold and hostile universe.

Kelly and Wilson are dead, thought Hannah. It’s just me and Tal left. And we’ll be dead in twenty minutes if I don’t do something.

“Dr. Campbell,” said ground control. “Please investigate the spacecraft’s situation.”

“Of course,” said Hannah. Investigate? she thought, who are they kidding? We’re going to die.

No, never! she contradicted herself immediately. Never surrender! Not when you’ve just met the man of your dreams, not when Julian is down below waiting for you. You must stay alive. “Tal, Talford Bank, listen to me, do you hear me? Please confirm! Say that you hear me!”

“I hear you, Dr. Campbell,” came the answer after a second’s hesitation.

“Follow me, Tal. We’re returning to the shuttle, and we’ll see what’s happened, what can be done, and how we stay alive.”
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Chapter Five
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Julian didn’t scream or shout out, instead he stopped breathing.

Across the street, the man in the fashionable black overcoat stood frozen; unable, perhaps, to accept the nature of what was taking place, until the tentacle was just a yard away from his shoes. He then backpedaled, slipped, fell, and continued on all fours, not daring to lose time for straightening back out.

A second tentacle erupted through the asphalt debris and wriggled into the opposite direction, forcing two women to shriek and bump into each other and run back.

Honking, swearing, cursing, and hysterical phone calls filled the air. A white Buick rammed a red Chevrolet so hard the latter’s front wheel climbed up the curb, actually pressing the legs of a middle-aged man against the building’s wall, but apparently stopping short of breaking them, for the man wriggled out instantly, without a visible limp, but very visibly aghast.

Julian winced as he saw the first tentacle slither around slowly, as if it was smelling around, trying to locate victims. Everyone had already backed off to the prescribed distance of twenty yards, out of reach. The tentacle stopped squirming on the pavement and about three feet of it rose up, like some uncanny snake. It stood there poised for a second, then dashed up the wall of the closest building. There it found an open window and entered.

At the same time, the other tentacle tore at a Honda Silverado, twisting the driver’s door out of shape, the glass cracking and falling out in half a dozen huge pieces and a spray of minor ones. Inside the car, a heavyset blonde with huge, rectangular sunglasses shrunk back, tugging frantically at her seatbelt.

“Let go of her!” A girl of about fourteen was now running toward the epicenter of the tentacle rampage, purple baseball hat on head, backpack in one hand, the other rummaging inside.

“Get away from there, idiot!” whispered Julian with a dry mouth and then exhaled sharply as he realized what the girl had just pulled out from her backpack.

A pump-action shotgun.

The kid aimed at the tentacle wrapped around the screaming blonde it had already dragged from the Honda. The blonde’s shades were now gone, revealing wide-open eyes and a petrified grimace. Truly a sight from a vintage pulp magazine.

Julian’s professionalism finally kicked in and he switched on his phone’s camera.

The schoolgirl fired and chunks of tentacle erupted in a green mist. The recoil sent her slamming against the building’s wall. Deep wet wounds glistened and wobbled on the demonic feeler. It contracted, releasing its victim in the process.

“Yeah!” echoed the girl’s high-pitched voice, but then she was knocked off her feet by a sweep of the wounded tentacle, cartridges scattering from her hand, the gun falling to the pavement.

Two men came out of their fear paralysis, jogged over, and emptied their handguns into the tentacle, forcing it to retreat in a curve that led it to the middle of the street, to twitch there uncertainly.

As one of the men gave the fallen blonde a hand, the girl with the purple hat scrambled to her feet on her own, slid the next dose of ammunition into the shotgun, and brought it to bear on the second tentacle, which writhed as it tried to corner someone inside the apartment or office it had invaded.

One of the men pointed his gun at the second tentacle as well; more sharp shots rang out. The pistol’s stings didn’t do much except make the tentacle jerk, but then the kid’s miniature cannon dug up a few craters in the monstrous flesh.

Now the second tentacle also retreated, leaving a trail of green dots on dirty snow and moist asphalt.

It seemed disproportionate in a way, for these macabre invaders to simply quit and go limp after eating some lead. Had they been torn up by some rotating multi-barrel machine gun, mounted on a helicopter or a personnel carrier, spraying clouds of used shells, that, at least, would have been more fitting.

But perhaps it wasn’t so much the shots as the time limit of their presence in this reality that had hit the tentacles. The girl with the shotgun had just helped prevent a tragedy or three, before their time was up.

Julian glanced at the numbers in the corner of his phone’s display. Which was useless, since he hadn’t timed the start of the eruption. But, although adrenaline skewed temporal perception, he was certain that the timing was about right. The three to five minutes of the phenomena must have almost passed. Whatever made these things tick had just about unwound.

Carefully, keeping the phone cam pointed at the Heebie Jeebies, Julian walked across the street, giving the tentacles a wide berth just in case. The closest one twitched and rose up half a foot as Julian passed a couple of yards from it, but then it slumped back.

Both tentacles looked lumpier now, deflated, as if their flesh was slowly leaking away somewhere. Their color also changed from gray to something approaching dull orange. They were dwindling by the second and soon would be completely melted.

Julian reached the other sidewalk, nodded at both pistol-welding men (who were eyeing each other appraisingly, astonished at their courage), at the hiccuping blonde (who looked rather middle-aged up close, with a fake-looking mole beneath her right nostril), and then he smiled at the girl in the embroidered baseball hat. “Hi, what’s your name?” he said. “Do you know you’re a hero now? Weren’t you afraid at all?”

The girl looked up at Julian, thin dark eyebrows arching earnestly, big brown eyes shimmering. A hint of southern blood gave her lips a purplish tinge and a subtle mustache shade.

Julian felt a twinge of empathy, a desire to hug and cradle the girl. He suppressed this and focused on his job.

“It was a sign,” said the girl after a few seconds, twisting her shotgun, blinking rapidly, tears now escaping from the corners of her eyes and pulling bits of mascara with them. “God gave me a sign that I was wrong.”

The blonde woman said, “Oh, I was so scared, it still hurts where this thing grabbed me...”

Julian shot her a warning look and returned his attention to the girl to whom God had given a sign. He smelled awesome human story material. “What’s your name?” he asked.

The girl disengaged one hand from the shotgun and pulled at the edge of the oversized pullover that hung below her short brown jacket like a woolen miniskirt.

“I’m Amber Hayes, and I was going to my school to...” 

The girl looked away for a second and her mouth went into a goofy smile but she couldn’t maintain it and it collapsed in half a second. “I was going to kill everyone, starting with Rebekah Mitchell,” she finally said.

Julian blinked, swallowed, and met the girl’s gaze.

“But I guess I’ve been shown that it was a stupid idea,” said Amber and shrugged. “My Dad will kill me for taking his rifle.”

Julian looked at the blonde who now had a resigned ‘no contest’ expression on her heavily made-up face. It was obvious who was the star of the incident.

Police sirens filled the street. Curiosity seekers approached the melted tentacles and made photos and recorded videos.

Julian looked at the would-be-killer girl and then at his phone, where her shiny black eyes looked back at him. He could already picture them on a bigger screen. “Now this is journalism,” his boss would say and slap his shoulder.

An echo of guilt gnawed at the periphery of Julian’s enthusiasm. He could let it go. He could leave the girl out. No one ever needed to know who she was and where she had been headed and with what purpose in mind.

Julian made a compromise with himself. Things had turned out well; she had saved the day, so she’ll be taken to a therapist at most. He looked at the girl again and pocketed his phone with a nervous shrug.

He had been making quite a few compromises with himself lately.

So that’s what being an adult was like.
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Chapter Six
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Hannah crawled laboriously into the hole in the Inquiry’s side, trying to ignore the swirl of stars. The sun bathed portions of the crippled grandiose machines as they spun, then the shadow of freezing darkness fell upon them, then the sun’s fiery rays again.

Hannah’s head was already inside the breach when shadows swathed this portion of the Inquiry. The twin lights on her helmet outlined the edges of the ruptured metal. She forced herself to look for ten solid seconds, in case ground control could get useful material through her helmcam as well. The metal appeared to have been melted, but she couldn’t tell and didn’t have the time to stop and examine.

Another heave and she was fully inside the capsule, propelling herself to the wall across; ungraceful slow-motion gymnastics in a cumbersome spacesuit that made her three times as fat and ten times as clumsy.

Eighteen minutes of air left.

Tal’s ragged breathing and random throat noises in her headphones wasn’t making any of this easier. He couldn’t see what Hannah and ground control were seeing, and no one had the time to keep updating him, but he’d just have to wait outside. No use getting in the way here.

The emergency lights inside the Inquiry were on, bathing the dead interior in blinking yellow and red. This was good—at least some of the electronics still functioned.

Ground control intruded: “Dr. Campbell, please look around slowly so that we get a good picture.”

Hannah didn’t answer. She just kept looking.

Whatever hadn’t been fastened to its place had been sucked out through the hole. Captain Wilson had been fastened—to his seat—and hadn’t been sucked out. Hannah floated over.

Contrary to the gruesome images her mind had prepared beforehand, he had not blown up into shreds, not even had his eyes fallen out of their sockets. Instead, his body’s liquids had boiled away, leaving swollen, demented looking, but still deceptively normal limbs and head sticking out of T-shirt and shorts.

Of course, had he been wearing a pressure suit as during takeoff and landing, he would have had a fighting chance to put his helmet on before losing consciousness. But pressure suits are only in use when a spacecraft is flying to or from Earth. No one wears pressure suits in orbit. It’s shirts, shorts, and pants inside the pressurized cabins, and bulky spacesuits for the airless cold outside.

The tranquilizer had kicked in fully by now and Hannah took everything in with a rational detachment; ‘knowing’ that she was afraid, even feeling fear’s effect on her stomach and shoulders and neck, the unpleasant dampness covering her whole body, but without the insanity of terror clouding her judgment or awareness.

At first she couldn’t see any trace of Kelly, but then, as she turned her attention to where she had entered, not far from the hole, she saw his arms.

At least she assumed that they were Kelly’s, since he was the only one unaccounted for.

“Dr. Campbell, is that...good Lord!” said ground control.

Tal’s nervous throat-glopping spiked as he heard this. Hannah even heard the wet sound of lips opening in order to speak. Thankfully, he didn’t.

Naked, cut off just above the elbows, Kelly’s arms were still attached to the handles of a thermos flask-like cylinder. The container he had brought over from the bio-lab module. Both fists still locked. The force that had blasted open the shuttle’s hull had done its thing fast.

What force?

What makes a hole this big but does not destroy the interior of the whole spacecraft and even leaves two arms still clinging to what they had been holding on to?

“Dr. Campbell, are you all right? What’s in there?” asked Tal’s voice.

Hannah turned away from the severed arms, stumbling and floating toward the control panel in front of the frozen captain. The embedded flat displays all looked dead, but a few buttons did glow.

“I’m fine, Tal, stay cool, I need another minute to assess the situation.”

“Should...should I go inside as well?”

“Not yet, just stay there, I’ll be done soon.”

In any case, Tal wasn’t experienced enough with the spacesuit, he could very well make a rip as he went through the hole, although that would be hard, but not impossible, because nothing was impossible, severed hands were not impossible, impossible was possible... Hannah realized that her mind was wandering. The super-tranquilizer was to blame. A side effect she had been trained for. Having now identified both the mental events taking place and their cause, she made the necessary effort and composed herself. She helped herself along by breathing out forcefully.

“What was that, what was that sound, what did you see?” immediately reacted Tal.

“Don’t panic,” answered Hannah, blinking hard, and tried to transfer her attention from dwelling on the remaining minutes of air in her suit to the making of some sort of plan. Being rescued was out of the question. Repairing the hideous rent in the Inquiry and regaining air pressure in the few remaining minutes was also out of the question.

“Dr. Campbell, Hannah, what will we do? We’ll die here.”

“Mr. Banks, you will not die...” began ground control.

Hannah cut in, “Everyone: silence, please. I need to think.”

Of course, there was a potential supply of heat and air just feet away. The space station. The wounded spacecraft was still attached to it.

Although their current orbit, resulting from the explosion on the shuttle, would be a wobbly, unstable affair.

How long before both the station and the shuttle enter the atmosphere and burst into flames? They would fly lower and lower, spinning and bouncing off the different layers of the atmosphere, the steering rockets not enough to lift them back up into higher orbit, slowly burning up, a wishing star for someone down below...

For a second time in less than two minutes Hannah had to stop her attention from unraveling. In spite of this she was still very calm. What would happen would happen. She needed a plan to survive the next hours, everything else came second. The smartasses down below would figure out what to do after that.

“I’m going to look at the hatch to the space station,” she said.

Hannah turned and looked at the wound in the hull again. It was now letting in a column of light—the sun was above it, again—but even as she watched, the light shifted, angling away. Throwing one last glance at the mostly dead controls, Hannah made her way to the hatch connecting the spacecraft to the entrance module of the Friendship Space Station.

At this moment the sun’s rays crept up and outlined the hatch for a second, before disappearing for the next minute and a half. Hannah’s helmet lights confirmed what the sun had briefly hinted at. The possible doorway was melted into unrecognized designs.

This was definitely not a working route into the station.

“Stay where you are, Tal!” she said. “Don’t bother coming into the Inquiry, I’m coming out instead.”
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Chapter Seven
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Tal clambered behind Hannah; clinging to footholds and hand restraints, slowly and carefully, they made their way to the observation module of the space station.

The sun had retreated beyond the curve of the planet in a stunning burst of gold, leaving Earth in the brief embrace of night. Clusters of gleaming dots marked human settlements, in places outlining ocean coasts and major rivers.

Hannah was currently climbing over the Audacity service module, behind the walls of which awaited sleeping quarters, food, drink, air. But first she had to get to the next portion of the station, the Placidity node module—which played the role of a pressurized corridor connecting three other modules—one of which, sticking out at a right angle, was the Accord docking compartment, which had a primary airlock.

“Tal, are you doing all right?” asked Hannah without actually turning. 

After all, doing so while dragging oneself in a spacesuit over the surface of the spinning space station would mean losing up to fifteen seconds, and with the need also to attempt stabilization of the station’s orbit, and most importantly, with only eight minutes of air left in the suits, losing time was out of the question.

“Tal Banks!” she barked.

“Uh, yes, Dr. Campbell, I’m right behind you. Was just concentrating on a handrail...”

“Always answer me, Tal.”

“Yes, Dr. Campbell.”

“See that module just in front of me. I’ll be opening the hatch in about two minutes. You will go in first. Then I will follow you in. We will then close the hatch, initiate the pressurizing procedure, and in about five minutes we’ll be inside the space station. For this to work out you will have to do everything I say.”

“Yes, Dr. Campbell.”

“Good!”

Now everything was silent as Hannah reached the module, pulled herself in, and looked at the hatch.

Ground control returned to her headphones with a smooth instructor-voice: “Pull the right-hand lever to the right until it has gone a semicircle and then turn the hatch wheel. Remember to hold on to something with your free hand, as to not rise in a direction opposite to that of your pull.”

“I will,” said Hannah and pulled the lever. With her spacesuit’s gloves this was a slow and clumsy procedure, and at the back of her mind a calm observer was taking down the time.

Six minutes left.

“I think I’ve reached the limit of the lever,” said Hannah, and twisted the hatch wheel, one hand still holding on to the handrail, this time to stop herself from spinning into the other direction.

Shadows in the interior of the decompression section trembled and dwindled as Hannah swung the hatch open. “Get inside there, Tal!”

The tourist climbed slowly toward her, the lights of nighttime Europe drifting by behind him. His special app was now held by the clamps of the control and display module on his chest. He had kept his head enough to do that. Maybe the gadget was still transmitting his livefeed. Good for him.

“Quickly, Tal,” urged Hannah.

With one hand she helped the space tourist go over the rim and into the Accord module. She followed him inside and closed the hatch.

Now the two of them were inside a space meant for one astronaut at a time.

“Tal, I can’t get past you, so it’s up to you to pressurize this module. By the hatch that leads to the rest of the station, you should see a small control panel.”

“Yes, yes I do, Dr. Campbell,” said Banks. “There’s a red light glowing there.”

“Right, good,” said Hannah. “Now press the big square button to the very right of the panel.”

“Uh, it’s difficult with these gloves...”

“Concentrate!” said Hannah. “Tal, you have to do this!”

“I...I think I did it, Dr. Campbell,” said Tal.

“Good, good, now we wait.”

“You know...,” began Tal.

“Be quiet now, Tal,” said Hannah. “We have to conserve our air.”

By her calculations they had air for two or three minutes. The airlock would be fully pressurized in five.

Time dragged on.

“Is the green lamp on yet?” asked Hannah finally, as a dull headache spread over her forehead and down her cheeks.

“No, not yet,” answered Tal quietly. “It’s getting harder to breathe, and my head hurts.”

“Don’t I know it,” said Hannah.

“Dr. Campbell, Mr. Banks,” said ground control. “Do not go to sleep. Under no circumstance must you...”

“Just can it, okay?” said Hannah with a thick tongue. 

The ground control’s voice was making her headache flare up.

No one spoke after this, but the people down below did put on Mozart piano sonatas, obviously thinking that this was an unobtrusive way to ensure their wakeful state.

Idiots.

Now Hannah didn’t dare blink for fear of instantly submerging into blurry dreams of meadows and hedges and castles with moats where one falls and tries to breathe but can’t...

The air was almost gone.

Hannah began working on her suit’s sleeves. One thick glove floated away. Then the other. Now only the thin inner gloves remained on her hands. She unlatched her helmet and winced as her ears began aching immediately. Her mouth tasted metal. She breathed in.

The pressure inside the module still hadn’t reached normal levels, but life was already possible.

She turned and unlatched Tal’s helmet as well. His sweaty, shadow-covered face looked back at her with frightened eyes.

“Congratulations, Tal,” rasped Hannah. “We’re alive.”

A green light went on behind Tal.
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Interlude One
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Incorporated Reporters Bulletin

Tuesday, 12.45pm

Tentacle Rampage in Windy City

Less than two hours after a Deadlights incident left communities devastated in Detroit, residents of Chicago looked with tears and fear at a ragged crater in the middle of State Street where a reported incident with tentacles, known also as Squishy Jimmies and the Heebie Jeebies, took place. The fifth such incident in mainland US in almost as many months, it left an estimated one hundred thousand dollars in property damage and two badly shaken women.

Vincent Gunn had been vacuuming his living room when a tentacle entered through a window, forcing him to barricade himself in the bathroom, while Yvonne Kaminsky was wrenched out of her car in a scene that will give nightmares to witnesses for years to come.

The real hero of the ordeal was a fifteen-year old girl, A.H, her identity withheld by the police, who engaged the Heebie Jeebies with a firearm, thus saving at least two would-be victims.

What used to be the stuff of science fiction has been spilling over into real life for more than two years, after the initial incident in Toronto, an amateur recording of which racked up an astonishing three point one billion hits in the first weeks after the event.

After the string of similar incidents on all continents, both the Deadlights and the Heebie Jeebies have been downgraded from dumbfounding novelty to another element of contemporary reality similar to derailed trains, earthquakes, or supermarket shootings.

Watch video from site of tentacle rampage

Kalim Hazaev, shop keeper: “We just deal with it. It’s life. Some things you can control and some things you can’t control. Some things control you. God willing, this will never happen again, not on this street. Lightning doesn’t strike twice.”

Erle Dudikov, self-employed: “We all know that this is the result of a government experiment. Not a failed experiment. An ongoing experiment on us, the people. First they see how much they can humiliate us in airports, now they see how much of the tentacles we will put up with. This is all part of a plan to roll back our freedoms.”

Joshua Keene, between jobs: “This is God’s way of warning us to get our act together. We ignore his warnings, the earthquakes, the oil spills, the twisters. Well, we can’t ignore this. I’m a changed man after I saw this. A changed man.”

Yvonne Kaminsky, VIP guest manager: “I was so, so scared. It all happened so fast, and you never expect to be part of something like this. It still hurts where this thing grabbed me.”

President: America Will Not Allow Tentacles to Destroy Way of Life

The president of the United States prayed for the people of Chicago and Denver, the cities in which two enhanced phenomenon outbreaks brought the total of the confirmed American victims to 21,325.

The president did his best to dispel rumors of the administration hushing up the true scale
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