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	Just sleep!

	Riley pulled the pillow onto her face with force, attempting to use the feather pressure as a remedy to another sleepless night. 

	Her nose pressed against the stretched fabric suffocating her as  her elbows dug deep into the old mattress. She forced thoughts from her mind, willing herself to a state of complete nothingness until she felt a fluttering of her eyelids. 

	She relaxed for a second. Maybe this was it, she thought, hoping her brain would turn off. She let go of the pillow and replaced it under her ponytail. Darkness swirled in her vision and the thoughts flying through her brain shut off.

	Beep beep beep

	Riley grabbed the pillow and whipped it at the wall. 

	“Goddamnit!” she snarled as she slammed a hand down on her alarm.

	She swung out of bed cursing whoever had decided to mess with her team’s scheduling. Sending them from one side of the country to the other every other week had thrown off her internal clock.. She trounced down the stairs, avoiding the step nearest the first floor that shifted with anyone’s weight.

	Useless step, she thought jumping to the main floor.

	She walked to the kitchen where her HOLO emitter waited, sleeping. Her unprompted scowl at the apparatus only reinforced what she knew, she hated her career.

	With the coffee pot in hand she poured a cup of the steaming liquid. Light had not even begun to peek through outside and Riley thought about the days she had left on this project.

	21 to go, too long. She sat in front of her emitter and waved her hand over the sleeping device, eliciting a response. The transparent glass-like surface sprang up in front of her, analyzed her biometrics, and let her inside its system.

	She scanned messages, overnight work from her development team, robotic process developments, status dashboards, and the insane list of to-dos. The schedule pinned to the left side of her monitor looked like a mosaic in an old church. Peppered with greens, yellows, blues, and reds each representing a different meeting, location, or deadline. Travel plans hung at the bottom of each day’s square in purple. 

	“Goddamnit,” Riley muttered. Twenty base visits in the next twenty one days. That was going to be miserable. She brushed her future sleepless nights away from her mind and turned her focus to reviewing the robot’s progress developing the controls for the latest installation. The dashboard popped up with a series of graphs and charts delivering real time analysis of the project’s completeness 

	Riley took a sip of coffee and squinted at the screen checking on a progress report for a code deployment when her HOLO flipped off. She caught herself staring into blank air for a moment, too tired to realize her eyes were no longer focusing on anything. The power cord normally hooked up to her HOLO was not there and she searched the area racking her brain as to where she could have put it when she noticed the half empty glass of water next to the sink.

	She knew who to blame. “Dad.” Riley grumbled. 

	Sleeplessness drained her emotions and pulled at her eyelids as she made her way upstairs to her father’s office. The door, per usual, sat ajar and the soft glow of a green shaded lamp emptied into the hallway. She peeked around the corner, knowing she would find an empty office, then pushed the door and stepped into her father’s primary residence within the house. 

	Her eyes roamed the room with precision as she searched for the cord. The space held a desk, a chair, and locked file cabinets. The walls were barren except for a small colonial-era flag hanging on the wall. Grey drapes framed the chipping, white painted windows, open at the bottom, her father’s aversion to air conditioning always on display.

	“Even in New Orleans,” Riley muttered, shaking her head at her father’s stubbornness. Over a hundred degrees and seventy percent humidity could not stop him from proving his point. Beige walls ensconced the drab interior, unmistakably designed by a man whose life had been defined by military service. 

	Riley approached the desk, her eyes searching for the cord. The desk was as sparse as the rest of the room with sheets of paper stacked neatly on one side, a clock embedded in a crystal on the other, and a worn writing surface with a wrist protector built into the middle. 

	Her fingers pulled at the scratched brass knobs to the single drawer. It slid out with ease when she pulled. If there was one thing she knew about her dad, everything worked as if it were in pristine condition even if it didn’t look it. 

	The contents of the drawer were typical, pens, paperclips, post-its. Coiled in the center of it all was her charging adapter. She dropped it into her pocket, reminding herself to guard her things more closely, especially now that her dad had begun using HOLOs. He had been against them for so long, she’d never needed to worry about sharing. Now that the military had made the plunge though, he was off to the races. He ran so many project plans for operations at once that at night it looked like a Christmas tree show. She had never seen someone take to something so quickly.

	She closed the desk, and her eyes faltered for a second., Her heart quickened, more sleep?  

	Through her sleepy haze she pushed up from the flat leather seat and saw something she did not recognize. A flat cylindrical object floated just above the desk next to the clock.

	“You’re new…” Riley said. She picked it up and dropped it in the center of the desk. There were no indications or markings about how to work it. Riley chewed over ideas in her mind. 

	She prodded the device with her finger and was greeted by the rubberlike plastic used for most HOLO devices. There was no response. Not giving up, she tapped it, flicked it, and even tried dropping it from a short distance above the table. Nothing. Stumped and becoming frustrated she stared begrudgingly at the device. She had poured enough potential sleep time into the object when she remembered the latest update to the HOLO tech. She waved a hand over the flat black circle. 

	A blue light flickered to life and a fully interactive HOLO screen hovered before her eyes. She had never seen such a complex, complete, and well built piece of HOLO tech. The screen looked like the old glass displays that this new invention replaced. Her fingers brushed against the surface, surprised at the intensity of the tactical feedback. A menu with icons next to purposefully hidden words appeared. Unsure of what to do next and certain her father would not be a fan of her snooping, she clicked an icon at the bottom of the list, intending to turn off the device. Instead, the screen spread wide, melting into the background and a new room took shape around her. Six people sat behind desks, only their torsos visible. 

	“It’s that easy Phil!” A young, slender man with wild grey eyes spoke animatedly. 

	“Oh is it?” said an unidentified voice.

	“Yes. Believe me. We can reshape the entire Tibetan region within weeks. Imagine the possibilities, preventing earthquakes, stopping the effects of climate change, altering currents to aid areas experiencing drought. All it takes is a simple swipe and sweep of the electromagnetic nets then poof,” the man’s eyes twinkled as he spoke, and the intensity of his voice and facial expression took Riley back. There was something about the man she could not quite determine to be good or bad, but whatever it was felt like a lot. As if a kind of influence ran through the man’s blood effortlessly.

	“Thank you, Edgar, we’re glad to hear the terraforming is going well.”

	“Much better than well,” Edgar replied sitting back in his chair, “World changing.”

	“I believe it.” The same disembodied voice spoke, and Riley looked around trying to figure out its source when she realized it was her father speaking. He must be in the seat where I am. Now tracking two of the people in the room, she turned back to the conversation.

	“Marissa, when can we expect the prototypes to be ready?”

	One woman in the room answered, “Going according to plan. The initial groups were very responsive to our tests, so we have complete control over them. Their handlers are still figuring out the nuances to commanding such unique machines, but every day is progress.” Her black hair and manicured appearance eluded power, emphasized by the crisp, controlled delivery of each word she spoke.

	“Thank you, Marissa. This is all great to hear. Who would have thought we’d be here today?” Her father’s tone was one of true disbelief, a sentiment he did not offer lightly. 

	“What are the applications looking like in your mountains Philip?” Edgar asked. His eyes fixed trancelike on the screen. As she watched her hand slipped from its poised spot hovering above the device. The screen shifted and she found herself sitting next to Edgar looking at her father from across the room.

	The shock of seeing a younger version of her father threw her. His eyes were the same flint steel , but his jawline sloped at a less severe angle and the grey covering his temples did not exist. The biggest difference was the edges of his mouth appeared as if they still knew how to smile. Riley liked the look.

	“Pretty cool gotta say Edgar,” her father said. His voice took on a renewed timbre and his face lit up with excitement, “I’ve got close to 6,000 acres of forest meshing with about every kind of ecosystem on the planet. Jungles from the equator, their vines freezing and thawing without loss it’s…”

	“Magical,” Edgar said spreading his hands in a rainbow motion and eliciting another rare grin from her father.

	“Sure.”

	“Building a world in the human image. So many possibilities.”

	“Can’t get too carried away though,” The older man in the room, quiet until now, spoke up. Everyone except Marissa nodded. Riley glanced at the man, and although it took a moment, realized it was the president who had led them through the Joining. His face was still vibrant, even youthful. Full of the vigor that had not only won him elections but carried him through the most tumultuous period the world had ever experienced. Riley eyed him with wonder and sorrow, already knowing what the next few decades had in store for him.

	Whatever you say Marcus,” Marissa said dismissively. Croyton jumped in, stopping any confrontation before the side-eye from the future president could turn into a more aggressive conversation. 

	“Secretary Tawles, at this point we’re only testing the HOLO’s ability to run the terraformers. Nothing more. Once we have the initial testing done, we can start looking at civilian applications.”

	“He’s right Marcus. Apologies for any slight. I’m tired of…doubting the future.”

	Marcus raised his hands in understanding, “I get it. I do. I can’t stress guard rails enough though. We know the ramifications of this kind of technology. I mean, one second we’re reshaping the world, the next we’re-.”

	“Reshaping minds?” Edgar interrupted and the room became completely silent.. Edgar smiled, but the undercurrent of sadism lurked behind his straight, white teeth. “Is that what we’re worried about? Reshaping humanity’s thoughts? Why?”

	“Edgar…” uttered the other woman in the room in warning. Her grey streaked hair gave her the air of respected

	seniority, but Edgar did not seem  bothered by her words. 

	Something isn’t right here, Riley thought, examining the faces exhibiting a shared disquiet, until she settled on her father’s. His face had regained its stoic militarism and his stare forced everyone’s attention back to Edgar.

	“We’ve talked about this. It’s not something we should mess with. It’s a step too far.”

	“It’s the next step in our evolution Philip. How else do we reach the pinnacle of society other than orchestrating its growth from the top? We have no hope of reaching our true heights as a species unless we can legitimately control the outcome. Weee are an experiment. That’s all.” Edgar’s smile had changed from its disarming manipulation into a malevolent glare causing everyone in the room to look back and forth between her father and the man threatening something Riley did not understand.

	“Raspin, that is a line we will not cross. Not now, not ever.”

	“Why? What’s so wrong about it? Come on Captain.”

	“General now,” Tawles spoke up from the side of the room, but his words were deftly ignored by the two men locked in their private battle.

	“We’re not meant to be the masters of people. You cannot force evolution.”

	“That’s what you think.” Edgar responded, and with his words her father’s eyes became slits. He glowered at the overconfident younger man seated across the room.

	“What are you talking about Edgar? What have you done?”

	“Nothing as far as you’re concerned. But let me ask you this, how will you keep up when the future arrives?”

	“What the hell are you talking about Raspin?” Marcus broke in with frustration. “Marissa, what is going on? I thoug-”

	“Don’t worry about it Mr. Secretary,” Edgar broke his gaze from Croyton who continued to stare, anger pouring from his eyes, “We have another meeting we’re late for. I’m glad to hear the initial tests are going well,” he said, readdressing Croyton with a smirk on his lips.

	“Goodbye Edgar. Keep in touch,” Her father said, ignoring the taunt. 

	Just before the screen disappeared, Edgar’s smile was replaced by a mask of pure malice and Riley found herself staring at the very real face of her father watching from the doorway with his arms across his chest.

	“Taking a look at the past I see?” he said walking towards the desk, taking the object, and dropping it into his pocket.

	“What was that?” Riley asked. 

	In the blink of an eye his expression changed from that of a hardened military leader who had just been reprimanded by a subordinate to her father. Riley knew he could never treat her as one of the people under his command and, unlike anyone else in the world, she held nothing back when speaking with him. She hoped he would respond as he always did.

	“That was the last time I saw the man responsible for the Melt and the architect of the BlankZone’s creation.”

	Riley’s mind spun and she counted back the decades since that meeting must have taken place. Terraforming, HOLO tech nearly 20 years ago, something about advancing society. It doesn’t make sense.

	“What are you talking about? What did he mean about the experiments you were running?”

	Her father’s face softened and he looked at the ground in thought before he spoke, “That was the beginning of the end Riley. That man, Edgar Raspin, took a technology we spent decades developing together and turned it into something reprehensible. As much as I want to, there are pieces of this I cannot discuss with you, but when the time comes, all I ask is you trust me.” Her father looked at her with pleading eyes and Riley nodded. The earnest expression on her father’s face could not be faked. 

	“I will.”

	“Good, now try to sleep. I cleared your calendar for a bit. You’re sticking around here. I’ve got a new squad coming through that I want you to work with.”

	“What?” Riley asked, surprised, relieved, and already feeling the guilt of leaving her coworkers in the lurch, “But I have to hit twenty bases in the next month. How…?”

	The General waved his hand in the air and turned to the door, “Not anymore. I need someone like you here with me. Grab a drink, relax tomorrow. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

	The lights flipped off in the room and her father’s footsteps grew softer until his bedroom door shut with the crack associated with sticky paint. The young woman stared out the window.  Her mind swirled questions mounting on top of one another until her vision blurred and her eyelids fluttered. 

	“I’ll continue this tomorrow,” she said, shaking her head and standing. Walking towards the door she braced her hand on the table, already thinking about where she’d grab her Hurricane the next day.
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	CRACK! BOOM! CRACK!

	Thunderclaps grew louder with each roar. Wind buffeted James’s face as noise bounced through the atmosphere pulsing the air around him as a series of flutters. 

	“Hold the line!” an unknown voice shouted in his earpiece. James grabbed the coil of steel rope, clenching the coarse material. Thick gloves protected his hands from the peeling metal wire, and he ducked under the taut rope to better position himself on the other side of the line.

	“Ready!” he shouted into his headset, hoping the team could hear him. 

	He held the deck’s bar with every fiber of his being as lightning illuminated the scene. Windswept water rushed in torrents against the ship. Whitecaps covered the foaming sea’s surface, and dark troughs highlighted the depth of the waves on which the Kaleidoscope sailed. Her bow cut sharply through the ocean, rising and falling in the daunting elements. 

	“Flip the main!” Deck’s voice fought through the storm, and James pulled the lever beneath his hand.

	As he did, vents on the deck opened and a torrent of cold water rushed James’s ankles. 

	“Main’s open!” He alerted the rest of his team and crouched back under the wire, clipping himself onto one of the safety wires strung along the deck. 

	He held tight to the cord as wind cut into his body, pushing him into the ship’s steel walls. He tongued the mouthguard of his breathing piece, always ready for the worst to happen. He glanced at the sea. Mountains of water grew by the second, their unnatural velocity intensified by the thunder and lightning bathing the world in shadows. Columns of water had started to mount higher and higher into the air, creating shadows of their own against the frothy white seawater. A massive spiral of gray liquid rose and fell, crashing back to the surface, creating more waves on impact.

	Time to get back in there. James picked up his pace, grasping the safety cord tighter as he moved. Twenty feet later he palmed the rivets to the door. 

	“Outside!” he shouted, preparing to unclip.

	“Come on in,” Heather’s voice came over the line, and light poured from the opening to the ship.

	Two pairs of hands grabbed him and pulled him inside. The sound of locks securing the door gave James his first chance to relax. 

	The silence was the first thing he always noticed. Everything made noise in the BZ’s version of the ocean-faring world. 

	“All good out there?” Janus stood over him holding his hand out, which James accepted, hoisting himself to his feet. 

	“Aye, aye, Cap,” James replied. He shook water from his hair and tried to knock out the water lodged in his ear. “Nothing’s going to flood this ship.”

	“Let’s hope not.” The tall, bearded captain strode away, his thick corded hair swinging down his lean back. “Should be out of this in a few hours.”

	“We’re around if you need anything else.”

	Janus waved a hand over his head and disappeared through a doorway—no doubt headed back to the bridge, his near permanent home.

	“Such a quiet guy,” Deck said as he removed the harness from James’s back. “Seafaring folk man. Strange creatures.”

	“Quiet isn’t bad, Deck. Take a page out of his book.”

	“You kidding me? The amount of medication I need to walk around this goddamn death trap! It’s a miracle I’m not drooling half the time, buddy.”

	“That’s a good point,” James replied, nodding. Deck’s debilitating motion sickness had Bob prescribing a medley of cocktails that would make most junkies envious. But with precise measurements Bob had somehow pulled off the impossible, and their scout could function as usual. So long as he kept up with his meds. Without them, he was a mess.

	“Rough out there, huh?” Heather pecked him on the cheek and threw a towel over his head.

	“Those waves are something else right now.”

	“Next time, it’s my turn,” Heather said with a competitive edge in her voice.

	“Next time, beat me at rock paper scissors and it’s all yours.” James grinned from under the towel, getting a smirk in response. 

	“Here, I’ll help with those,” Heather said, ignoring the friendly competition for a second to help peel off the top of his suit. Salt stung his skin as rivulets of water ran down his chest and abdomen.

	“Cold?” Liam asked, ducking into the cramped quarters.

	“A little bit actually. Thought these suits were supposed to be magic or something,” James replied, inspecting the suit for tears. 

	“It’s artificially chilled ocean air, James. No suit is ready to take on something like that,” Rhia chimed in, joining the group of bodies packed into the entrance of the ship. 

	“Good point. Either way, I’d like to stay warm.”

	“And I’d like to get the hell off this goddamn ship. If wishes were horses, I’d drown one to get to shore.” Teresa entered the overcrowded room. She carried James’s gear to the hooks in the room on the far side of the hallway, relieving the inhabitants of her presence. 

	James glanced at Liam who shook his head. Teresa had been impatient to get off the ship and was not silent about her dislike of the long voyage. Janus and his crew were quiet professionals, but their tolerance was being tested. 

	“We’ll get there, T. Don’t you fear,” Deck spoke cheerfully, gathering James’s tank from the ground and connecting it to one of the air compressors stationed at each doorway. James handed his mask to the smiling scout who hung it dutifully next to the tank.

	“Thanks, bud,” James said. “And he’s right, T. We’re not far off.”

	“I’ll believe it when I hear it from someone who knows what the hell they’re talking about,” Teresa replied. She straightened the other suits hanging from their compartments.

	James shrugged at Liam who brushed away the help. She’ll be fine on dry land, James thought as he pulled the waterproof socks off his feet.

	“Anything to eat downstairs?” James asked, suddenly hungry.

	“Same as yesterday.” Bob’s somber voice floated behind him as the medic leaned against the doorway. “We could really use Kev.”

	James nodded. “We certainly could.”

	“Come on, let’s get you some food,” Heather said. She grabbed James’s bicep and pulled him down the hallway. 

	Pipes and metal planks girded the ship’s walkway. Emergency masks were stationed every twenty-five to fifty feet, and alarm boxes sat poised next to them. Their glass structures gleamed in the halogen lights shining along the tight corridor.

	Heather led the way with the rest of the group in tow. James followed her, winding through the maze of hallways deep into the ship. They finally came to the door with MESS stamped in bold block letters across the top. Heather pushed the door open, and James clambered inside after her. 

	Metal walls intensified the sounds of their cafeteria—voices, shouts, rustling, walking, tapping, boiling, laughing. The combination of everything in the space created a dense fog of noise. To further the confusion, rolling seas disoriented James’s internal balance, making the room into a roller coaster without seatbelts. 

	“I’ll get a tray for us,” Heather said. Before James could attempt to be the gentleman, Heather disappeared into the crowd and stood in line waiting for a helping from a steaming pot of chili.

	James sniffed the air, trying to distinguish between the food and the cramped bodies, but seawater and sweat were all he could detect. Could be worse, he thought, noticing Liam who waved at a pair of seats across the room. 

	“It don’t matter, man. We’ve done this trip dozens of times now. Comms won’t work out here. End of story.”

	“Hmmph,” Rhia retorted, staring at her HOLO while her fingers moved asynchronously with the rest of her body. “That’s why I’m me and you’re you, Wally.”

	Wally waved her off. “I’m telling you, not worth it. But go ahead, waste your time. James, you look lovely right now, mate. Have a seat.” Wally scooted over, making space on the bench. 

	James sat next to the sailor, running a hand through his hair to squeeze out the remaining liquid. “That obvious?”

	“Blotchy skin, soaking wet hair, out of breath. You’re either coming off a bender or were on deck releasing the flood guards.” Wally grinned at James who nodded in return. 

	“Janus asked for some help.”

	“Need to learn when to scamper off to the mess. No way we’re staying above water tonight.”

	“That’s what I said,” Deck interrupted, sitting across the table and muscling Rhia out of his way. “James, right? Didn’t I say that?”

	James rolled his eyes. Deck’s infatuation with Janus’s crew presented itself through constant adoration and an incessant need to be accepted by the seafaring people. 

	“No bother though, we can dive with them open.”

	James bobbed his head, unable to continue talking as hunger gnawed at his stomach.

	“How much longer, Wally?” Teresa asked, flopping in a seat on the other side of Deck. Liam followed her, standing on the other side of the table and chewing his lip in annoyance.

	“Teresa, my dear, as long as we make it through the Roll, we’ll be fine. Two days after that, we arrive.” Wally answered her without making eye contact, shoving food into his mouth and talking between bites. “Have to break the Wall first though.”

	“When’s that happen?” Teresa asked, her eyes boring unnoticed holes in Wally’s face. 

	The lanky sailor responded with a shrug. “No telling. Navigation out here isn’t straightforward. The BZ throws magnetic waves at us knocking out any traditional instrument, and those looms produce so much goddamn moisture we don’t have a way to check the stars for our course. That’s why Janus lives in his bridge. Never know when you might catch a break. At the end of the day, crossing is a dangerous game of red rover.”

	James turned and caught a glimpse of Heather next in line with their trays. Thank God, James thought, turning back to the conversation, his empty stomach aching in anticipation. 

	“How do you do this so often?” Deck asked, the glimmer in his eyes giving away his love of the sailor’s experience.

	“We deal with it the same as you do on the lines, I guess. Plan for the worst, hope for the best.”

	“No goddamn timeline though. We keep those,” Teresa grumbled, staring at the tin cup of water in her hand.

	“Cheer up, T. It’ll come sooner than you know. Then you’ll hate it. I’m gonna grab some more grub.” Wally picked up his plate and scooted off the bench, making his way to the back of the line. 

	“This trip sucks,” Teresa reiterated, taking a sip from her water.

	“Like he said, there in no time. Gotta hold on a little longer.” Liam soothed his wife, rubbing her shoulders. 

	“Yeah, cheer up, T. Sooner than you know!” Deck quipped, oblivious to the death stare Teresa shot at him across the table.

	James understood Teresa’s frustration with the length of the trip. They had been at sea for more than six weeks, getting pushed, pulled, dropped, flipped, and thrown by the BZ’s loom interference with the ocean. The looms, normally used to curate lands and terraform structures for the BZ military, were also used as defensive barriers for their continent. James had no idea how many looms were spread up and down the coast, but their impact was devastating. By harnessing their power, the BZ generated a tidal wave of energy compounded across half the ocean. Mass storms permanently ran at full tilt making for near-impossible crossings. The lightning, thunder, wind, waves, and currents combined to create a world of mayhem on top of the ocean. While the Kaleidoscope was submersible, the state of the world under the water was not a safe haven by any means. Strong tides brought on by the swirling mess above the surface drove the water underneath to act in odd ways. Underwater funnels sucked the energy from anything nearby, sending even the strongest ships to the ocean floor. On top of that, the constant waves caused a motion under the water, disrupting instruments and essentially blinding the ship when it submerged.

	However, the incessant talk on the ship was about the Wall and the Roll. Wally, Kady, and other members of Janus’s crew had explained both to James on countless occasions, but he was still fuzzy on the details. From what he garnered, the looms created their own tidal energy, pitching the sea into a sort of horizontal whirlpool that ran the length of the entrance to the Mediterranean. The vortex churned at a constant rate, stopping only when one of the motherships exited or entered the BZ’s waters. On top of it all, they had built some sort of self-sustaining tidal wave—referred to as the Wall. The Kaleidoscope would need to punch through both of these to access the BZ’s landmass. 

	When Teresa questioned the reason for not going farther north and entering the BZ over land, Wally shared an image of the former Iberian coastline. Charred earth and an endless line of Sentinels guarding the land border was all that remained. In his words, it was “certain death over land versus the probable one crossing the ocean.” Time and time again James heard it was one of the most dangerous operations ever attempted in history. Whenever he heard that, James bit his tongue. None of those missions went on to destroy one of the BZ’s ships from inside their borders after breaking through the Wall. They could not dream of the dangers he did. 

	“Eat up!” A tray clattered in front of him, and James’s hunger exploded in a rush of energy as his brain recognized food. 

	He shoved a spoonful from the mound of rusty brown chili into his mouth, biting into elastic pepper skin as another quickly followed. 

	“Don’t choke,” Heather said hesitantly. 

	James looked at her and gave her a thumbs-up. 

	Heather shook her head and grinned, spooning a moderate amount of the warm stew past her lips. “Pig.”

	 James didn’t care, pushing food into his face until the pain in his gut subsided. He took a breath and turned to Heather. “I was trying to say thank you.”

	“I know. Still a pig.” She grinned as James pushed her into Bob who was nudging the quivering mass of food around his plate. 

	“What’s wrong, Bob?” Heather asked. 

	James poked her ribs, and she shot him a look, but it was too late. 

	“I miss Kevin’s food is all.”

	“We’ll be back soon enough,” Heather replied, realizing her mistake and trying to stave off another of their medic’s lament sessions. 

	“It’s no use. Oatmeal, beans, chili—it’s useless. They don’t have…it. You know?” Bob asked, pleading with Heather to understand his anguish.

	“We get it, Bob. You’re hungry.”

	“It’s so much more than that,” Bob mumbled, dejected as he spooned a helping of chili, only to let it slide back onto the plate.

	James hid his grin, but he did understand where Bob was coming from. James missed their friends himself. He would have loved Stacie on board. She would have been a nightmare for Janus and the crew with her demands, questions, and suggestions, but James believed her presence would have been valuable to their success and the ongoing success of the ship. Missing Kevin was obvious, and Kyle’s simple, relaxed nature coupled with his ability to ease any situation was sorely missed. Jon’s general bad attitude was happily absent, but his ability to manipulate tech and his insane level of competition with Rhia could have pushed the two of them to create a communications line that would break through the staunchest of BZ interrupters. Aside from their unique personalities and capabilities though, James missed his friends. Laughter and easy conversation were still in abundant supply, but it was different than being with the people you had lived with for over a decade. 

	Clint bounded up to the table. “What’s happening, everyone? Bob, you still crying in your soup about Kev not being here?” His hands were covered in grease, and the sweat dotting his brow showed some serious exertion.

	“You don’t get it.”

	“Yeah, I’m sure, pal. If you’re not going to…” Clint did not wait for the medic to respond before scooping his plate out from under him and taking the spoon from Bob’s hand.

	“Take it. I’m too sad to eat,” Bob said, lying his head on the table.

	“Suck it up, bud. I think we’re almost there.”

	James’s ears perked up. “You hear something from Janus?”

	Clint shook his head. “Nah, but Kady and I’ve been going over the engines all day now. He had Stefi toss extra fuel in the engine block too. Can’t be long.”

	A surge of adrenaline ran through James’s stomach. He was as ready as everyone else to get off the boat, but he couldn’t show it, not liking the message it would send. 

	“Thanks for the intel,” James said demurely, hiding his building excitement. 

	“Hell yes, get off this fucking boat,” Teresa exclaimed, slapping the table. “About ti—”

	“ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS! WALL APPROACHING! REPEAT: ALL HANDS! WALL APPROACHING.”

	“Guess it’s time.” Clint winked and tipped Bob’s bowl back into his mouth. The bulky mechanic scooped the rest of the chili down with grease-stained hands and ran out the door. 

	“Time for the show.” Wally’s voice accompanied a pair of rough hands grabbing James’s shoulders. 

	As James rose to his feet, the lights in the room turned red, and a bell sounded in the background. Everything morphed into a single point, and James headed to the door. His thoughts focused on his next steps, but the moment they had been waiting for had finally arrived. They were at the Wall. 

	
Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Red light clung to the dull metal walls of the ship’s interior.

	A pulse of energy radiated in the air. Janus’s crew walked with deliberate footsteps. Each had a role in the organized chaos growing with every passing second.

	Adrenaline coursed through James’s veins as he followed Wally through the tight corridors. At every turn a new group of sailors passed them. James noted the innate movements of the men and women aboard the ship. At each doorway Wally stopped with perfect timing, dancing in choreographed steps leading to a cataclysmic moment of unsurmountable danger. 

	As they raced up the final staircase to the deck, James saw their captain don one of the many breathing devices hanging throughout the corridor. Noticing the group charging up the steps, he tossed two at Wally who deftly snatched them and passed them back to Heather. 

	“Listen to instructions out there. We’re about to hit the Roll, and if things aren’t timed exactly right, there’s nothing we can do to help you, got it?” Janus’s calm delivery was unchanged, but his somber tone underscored the danger of the moment. 

	“Yessir,” James said, yanking a breathing device from the wall and pulling his suit up from around his waist. 

	“Where do you want us?” Heather asked, zipping her suit and turning to help Deck with his.

	“Stay with Wally. Keep to the lines and don’t unclip. We need to catch the wind and dive. Wally?”

	“Yes, Captain?” Wally replied. 

	“Make sure they get inside once the wings are done.”

	“Aye, Captain.”

	Janus nodded at his crew member and disappeared. James watched the tall figure make his way back up to his perch on the bridge. How many times has he done this? James wondered as he slipped the foam rubber mask over his mouth and nose. He cinched the corded wire behind his head and looked around the room. Wally, hands planted on his hips, waited for everyone to finish. His calm demeanor impressed James, and he made a note to stick close to the lanky crewmember. 

	When Bob finished securing his mask, he gave a thumbs-up to Wally who turned to address his crew. 

	“Alright, so as you might have assumed, we’ve hit the Roll. We need to get up to the highest speed possible to get under it. To do that we’re going to pop the wings, retract them before we hit the deck, gun our engines as we enter the water, barrel through the whirlpool, and finally break through to breach the Wall on the other side. Easy stuff. 

	“Our job is to get those wings open. They’ll give us the lift we need off the water. Then, we close the wings and go below. Then we hit the Roll. When you get back inside, strap in or grab hold of something for dear fuckin’ life. We’re going to be tossed like you’d never believe. Any questions?”

	“How’ll we know if we made it?” Liam asked.

	“You’ll be alive. Anything else?”

	Quiet tension met his question. 

	“Listen to instructions. Everyone on this ship has a job to do. We do ours so that everyone else lives through this. See you on the other side.” Wally winked at the team as he turned the lever to the exit hatch. 

	A scream of wind tore through the steel room as Wally stepped through the opening into the storm. 

	“See you back here.” Heather winked at James pulling her torso through the opening. 

	James took a deep breath and followed Heather’s tight braid. The wind ripped into his suit. Its strength created a semi-parachute with the skintight material, and James clipped onto the safety line. Once secure, he looked over the side of the ship, stunned at what he saw. 

	Although hail and rain slammed into his face with unparalleled speed, it was impossible to miss the churning water raging hundreds of yards below. 

	The ship perched on the crest of a wave, and a sideways vortex of water swallowed the sea, sucking every bit of the surface into its fury before crashing back into itself. James was blown away by the sheer force of nature. He imagined the crushing power generated by the constantly swirling water, feeding from a self-sustained source. 

	“James! You good?” Deck’s voice crackled over his earpiece and a hand tapped his shoulder. 

	“Yeah, I’m on it,” James said, snapping out of his momentary lapse in concentration.

	“Good, thought you had a stroke. Or peed yourself. No one likes to walk in pee-pants.”

	James continued in Heather’s footsteps trying to dislodge the uncomfortable thought of urine-soaked pants from his mind. 

	Wally stopped and turned to face the group. 

	“Space out five feet apart up and down these railings. You’ve all seen the wings automatically come out, but the winds are too strong up here for our engines to pull double duty both pushing us forward and operating the wings. We’re the engine. The crew who followed us are out on the tips as stabilizers and guides. Do everything I say and we’ll get back inside safe and dry. Ready?”

	James glanced at the trio of crew members standing by each wing release. He couldn’t see their faces through the elements, but he knew he’d find the stoic masks of Janus’s crew. Blank faced and prepared. 

	“Heather, get to port, and James, you set up behind me. The rest of you fan out to either side. I’ll lead the starboard side.”

	James did as he was told and gripped the railing. Janus had turned the ship into a precarious position, riding the top of the wave at a precise speed, balancing on top of the world. As the rest of the team took their places James glanced at the gaping maw of the sea below and watched as it churned into a wrath of
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