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 With trembling fingers,
Cassandra Kelly wedged six Mylar III balloons around her forehead
and cheeks. She was trying to obliterate the images of the alien
centipedes that haunted her. Since the year she worked on Dorjyn,
she had dreamt about creatures large as a German shepherd with
pointed incisors, plated skin, and segmented bodies chasing her.
They were gaining on her, their birdshot-shaped eyes intent on her
heels. In the distance, a humanoid—ashen skin, yellow eyes, and
bald head—called to her from the shadows.

Sometimes the balloons helped. Without
them cradling her head, sleep eluded her. The balloons had become
her bedtime companions since she came home six months ago. During
sleepless nights, her older sister, Marilyn, stayed up with her and
chatted until she’d gone to sleep. But Marilyn had gone to her
company’s week-long seminar. The seminar didn’t allow time for
personal calls, so Cassandra faced her nightmares alone. Though the
darkness concealed their glittering designs, their soft plastic and
the shushing sounds from the balloons eased her
trembling.

The balloons caressed Cassandra’s head
and cheeks. Their swishing reminded her of ocean waves. From the
depths of that sound called a man’s voice with a faint
accent.

“Cassandra!” His panic-stricken voice
brought her to quick consciousness. “Fight them with
helium.”

His voice faded. Moments later,
Cassandra found herself walking through a glass-domed city dressed
in an orange pantsuit. She lived in a district called Popple Land,
where balloon trees lined the slate streets. Multi-colored balloons
of every shape bobbed from trunks of metallic cords. Made of a
shiny plastic, the balloons absorbed helium, leaving behind an
atmosphere compatible with life. The painted faces on the balloons
reminded Cassandra of Popple dolls; she guessed that’s how the city
got its name. At one corner, a cord with two red heart-shaped
balloons broke off its trunk. The balloons floated toward
Cassandra. She handed them to a woman across the street — herself,
she noted with surprise. Chestnut curls draped around her green
eyes and freckled face. Her look-alike wore an orange pantsuit,
too. The woman accepted the balloon and smiled her
thanks.

Cassandra followed her twin, watching
her pick more balloons. The gravelly street tickled her feet
through her thin clogs. She confined her picks to the largest
balloons, the ones that had absorbed all the helium they could
hold. The road led to the outskirts of the city, populated with
boulders, garages filled with podcars, and the ruins of a building.
Amidst the metal fragments and glass shards sat a triangular
shuttle with twinkling lights. The hatchway opened, and a school of
gray centipedes charged at her with bared teeth. She waved her
balloons like a shield. The insects bit the plastic, puncturing the
balloons. Loud pops followed as helium escaped, and seconds later,
the centipedes fell limp into the gravel. Cassandra screamed until
shrill ringing cut into her cries.

The images dissipated, replaced by her
familiar bedroom furniture. Her ceiling’s mechanical eye reflected
a maze of pink, green, and blue balloons surrounding her. More on
her dresser, for her room was a balloon forest. The TV phone buzzed
from its perch on her dresser. Hugging herself and shivering,
Cassandra stood up and punched the “speak” button.

The screen flashed neon blue, then the
blueness gave way to a hospital, where a blond woman in a white lab
coat faced Cassandra. “Cassandra Kelly?” she questioned. “Your
sister Marilyn gave me this number in case she had an
emergency...”

“Was she in an accident?” Cassandra
cut in, digging her fingernails into her palms. “Dr.
Williams—you’re Dr. Williams, right?”

“That’s right. I work in Artman
Hospital’s emergency room. Your sister came in with ventricular
tachycardia.”

“Oh, no!” Marilyn, her thirty-year-old
sister, had suffered from irregular heartbeats since her transplant
five years ago, necessitated by a cardiomyopathy that had reduced
her old heart to flab. Cassandra had volunteered to work at Parker
Institute, a hospital at Earth’s colony on Dorjyn, hoping to find
technology that would help Marilyn. Instead, a horrible accident
necessitated her emergency return home. One day, she feared,
Marilyn’s donor heart would quit. “Every time Marilyn travels, she
winds up in the hospital.”

“She’s stable now,” Williams told her.
“Marilyn asked that I call you. I wanted you to know we’ve ruled
out rejection. She’ll go to the intensive care unit
soon.”

“Thank you for letting me know,”
Cassandra said in a broken voice. “Please call me if her condition
changes.”

Balloons or not, Cassandra could not
stop shivering. Their soft, shushing sounds brought no comfort.
What caused her nightmares, she wondered. Marilyn’s illness? No,
she’d lived with the knowledge of Marilyn’s condition since their
teenage years. Work? Maybe. While staring at the ceiling, Cassandra
contemplated her nightmares, and moments later, she drifted back to
sleep.

****

Tapping rattled the glass doors while
Cassandra tried to revive a patient in the intensive care unit.
Despite the code team’s aggressive medicines and resuscitation
efforts, her patient’s heart monitor continued to flat
line.

The tapping escalated into banging.
Still feeding her patient oxygen, Cassandra glanced toward the
door. A stranger in metallic blue beckoned to her from the glass
windows. He wore a matching head turban. His masculine physique
gave him the build of a human, but his yellow eyes, pale
complexion, and pointed ears identified him as a Dorjynite. She’d
worked with those people during her twelve months at Parker and
gotten along well, or so her evaluation said. She wouldn’t know
because her mind drew blanks when she contemplated Parker. Yet the
stranger looked familiar.

“What are you doing here?” a nurse
shouted. “Someone, call security.”

The stranger backed toward
the hall. Why is he here?
His intent gaze settled on her, but Cassandra
continued pumping oxygen into her patient. A doctor performed chest
compressions with an electronic resuscitator. Robots glided through
the room, passing instruments and medicines to the code team. The
patient’s heart remained still as death.

“We’re not getting anywhere,” her
boss, Dr. Wagner said, referring to the monitors. “Let’s call it.
Time of death 12:45. Thanks, everyone.”

The code team’s chatter trickled
toward the hall while the doctor made notes on a clipboard.
Cassandra headed to a sink.

“Not so fast, young lady,” Wagner
snapped.

Cassandra glanced at her watch and
sighed. It was almost one o’clock, six hours into her shift, and
she hadn’t yet begun charting. “What’s wrong?” she
asked.

“Your attitude.” Wagner’s husky face
reddened. “You’re never around during emergencies. When you’re
around, you’re not there. You act like a love-starved
puppy.”

Skeletal fingers of fear crawled up
Cassandra’s spine. Someone must have leaked the news of her amnesia
to Wagner. No matter how confidential the files, he got his
information and he was going to use it against her.

“What makes you say that?” she asked,
lowering her eyes.

“The way you mooned over that
foreigner,” Wagner said. “Cardiac arrests get top priority, and...
What’s this?” Reaching over, he two-fingered a filled syringe from
Cassandra’s lab coat pocket.

A deep blush worked its way up
Cassandra’s cheeks. “Brytelone,” she said in a small voice. “I
meant to return that to the pharmacy.”

“When? Christmas?” Wagner snorted, his
eyes glaring. “This syringe is dated September 20th, but it’s
almost November. You know better than that.”

“My sister takes Brytelone for
ventricular arrhythmias.” Cassandra swallowed hard, fighting an
onslaught of tears. “I keep it for emergencies.”

“You could kill someone with this
stuff. Get rid of it. Now.”

“Okay.” Cassandra sighed, hurrying to
the nurses’ station. “You don’t have to yell.”

“I should fire you.” Wagner kept at
her heels. “Perhaps you’d prefer jail time.”

“Excuse me,” called a low-pitched
voice from the tiled corridor. “Is there a problem?”

Cassandra whirled toward the stranger.
His voice seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it. He
materialized from nowhere.

“Thank you,” she said. “I can handle
this.”

Wagner’s face turned purple, and his
hands shook. “I’m calling the police.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Cassandra
said. “I’ll escort him outside.”

“Watch yourself.” Wagner grunted
before storming out of the room.

“I’ve made trouble for you,” the
stranger said. “I’m sorry, Cassandra.”

My God, he knows my
name.

An image flashed before her—Cassandra
in an orange pantsuit, perspiration soaking her forehead,
brandishing balloons at Dorjynite centipedes. She shuddered at
their clicking teeth and the stench of blood. The image only lasted
a few seconds, but those seconds sent frissons of dread shivering
up her back.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said,
forcing calmness into her voice. “My boss is upset because his
patient just died.”

“My name is Yarol,” he
said.

“Do we know each other?”

“Yes, we do. Very well. We worked
together.” His voice saddened. “You should recognize me. We were
lovers.”

“What!” The chills Cassandra had felt
settled at her neck, turning the skin to gooseflesh. “I’m sorry,
but I can’t remember anything that happened during my year on
Dorjyn. I had a horrible accident which left me with amnesia. As my
doctor explained it, my memories won’t return until I’m ready to
accept them.” She gazed at his amber eyes, hoping to see something
that would jog her memory. “Are you a doctor?”

“Healer, in an oblique sense. I
prescribed the medicines, but you cheered the sick.”

Cassandra glanced toward the desk,
where she’d deposited a bouquet of Mylar III balloons. The shiny
plastic reflected a gross caricature of Yarol’s pointed chin. “I
try,” she said, shrugging. “You must have had good reasons to
travel so far from home.”

“I have bad news.” He stared at the
balloons, running his tapered fingers through the maze of reds,
pinks, and blues. “The worst kind of news.”

“I see.” Cassandra glanced toward the
exit. “Can we talk after my shift? Dr. Wagner might return any
moment.”

“The helium in these balloons should
protect you,” Yarol murmured without any sign of hearing her
request. “Helium will poison the hydeons.”

“The... what?” Cassandra arched her
eyebrows. “I bought these balloons for my patients. Everyone knows
me as the balloon lady.”

She picked up a butterfly-shaped
balloon and held it to the light. Instead of pink, she saw an image
of herself on the butterfly’s wings, tied to a metal table, being
poked by sharp forceps. Jerking away, she blotted the sweat
dripping from her brown bangs. What was wrong with her?

Yarol’s cool hands cradled her
shoulders, turning her until she faced him. “Kronos’ ship is
orbiting Earth,” he told her.

Cassandra’s eyes bulged. “Kronos?
Who’s he?”

“A very dangerous man.” Yarol nodded,
confirming this to himself. “He doesn’t like the treaties my father
made with your president. He targeted this city for invasion and
threatened to settle accounts with both of us.”

This is getting
ugly. Cassandra rubbed her elbows. The
news media hadn’t mentioned an invasion. Perhaps the president was
keeping it secret. Yet, Yarol stood before her, head bowed, the
typical Dorjynite posture for delivering tragic news. “What
accounts? What does he have against me? I never met
him.”

“Yes, Cassandra, you have.” Yarol’s
voice saddened. “Try to remember. You haven’t much
time.”

“Time for what?” Cassandra sighed “Do
I look like a soldier?”

“No, but Kronos plans to eliminate
both of us. Your officers already know.”

“Both of us?” Cassandra gulped, her
throat dry and scratchy. “None of this makes sense. Just answer me
this. What are hydra...”

“Hydeons. They’re flesh-eating
centipedes.”

****

After work that afternoon, Cassandra
found Yarol sitting on a marble bench in the hospital courtyard, a
garden lined with pink rose bushes. After glancing over her
shoulder, she joined him.

“I’m ready to listen,” she said. “Why
is Kronos so angry?”

Yarol sighed. “Don’t you remember
anything about your time on Dorjyn?”

Cassandra shook her head. “Only what I
read in the networks. I’ve seen lovely pictures of your two suns
and dome-shaped cities.”

“We live in glass-enclosed cities
because the temperatures run over sixty degrees Centigrade. What’s
more, our atmosphere contains fifty percent helium. Helium is toxic
to the hydeons, too, but they thrive in the heat. They’re drawn to
the cities, which necessitates a weapon when you walk the
streets.”

“I’ve read about your atmosphere. Our
president factored your planetary conditions into his decision to
colonize there because Earth is getting too crowded and polluted.
According to the news, Governor Thutiy granted us land and helium
in return for metals and other resources.”

“Thutiy’s my father,” Yarol said. “He
welcomes foreigners, but Kronos and his friends don’t.”

Cassandra sat looking at Yarol while
with one finger, she worried her curly hair. Her mind kept
wandering as they spoke. It might start with Dorjynite geography or
politics, but it always ended with images of lasers and
hydeons.

“Why does Kronos want me dead?” she
asked.

“You stopped him from shooting my
father.” Yarol looked her in the eye. “In doing so, you ruined his
plans to take over Dorjyn. You saved my father’s life and then left
without saying good-bye. I missed you, Cassandra. My father advised
me to give you time, but when I found out about Kronos, I had to
warn you.”

Time for what?
Cassandra pressed her fist against her trembling
lips. “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll buy an alarm for my
apartment. If push comes to shove, our soldiers should know how to
fight Kronos.”

“I hope so.” Yarol pressed a computer
disk into her palm. “This is the sign-on code for my ship’s
communication system. Call me if you see any suspicious
activity.”

****

After several hours at a mall,
Cassandra settled on an electronic barrier device. By the time she
ate supper, it
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