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The two stories you are about to read are shorts that are both set in a larger futuristic world. The characters exist in a time when humans have been nearly wiped out and replaced by next-level mutants called GMFs. 

Emperor Aure, who is a primary factor in the first of these stories, rules over essentially the entire world. Yes, it is a dictatorship of the worst sort unless you happen to be a wealthy GMF, in which case the homogeneity, erasing of the past, false narratives, and discrimination towards anyone with human ancestry probably make you feel pretty comfortable. The government is called Aure’s Dominion and since our planet isn’t really much smaller for people in the future than it is today, maintaining control of so large an area is somewhat difficult. Especially for Aure, who doesn’t make much of an appearance in public life. Or anywhere, really. 

So how does he rule? Primarily through top-level GMFs from aristocratic families. Not that they are called an aristocracy, but that’s what they are. These form a class called the UP and each family controls large geographic sectors of the planet. But that doesn’t amount to much interaction with any particular city or township, so you might think in such a vast network a lot of things slip through the cracks and people can do all sorts of things under the noses of the arrogant UP and invisible Emperor Aure. Not at all! 

Towns and surrounding small areas are divided into districts and ruled by little leaders called “lords.” Some of these lords are even informally called princes. And there is a massive amount of infighting for these positions and a lot of people steal them from other people and then assume the position of “lord” over a district, which their family inherits ever after whether the people in that area want their authority or not. 

The second story in this book is about the type of hostility that people—in this case, the people of a district called Milland—can feel for disliked local leaders who they think stole the position and who are unkind in any case. But don’t worry, this book is not mostly about politics. For Alyce of Milland, the story is more about not having a fine enough dress to wear to the large home, a refurbished, futurized castle, of the local lord, Lord Timson. And it’s about how the evening didn’t go that well for her, but it’s also a funny story and so you shouldn’t worry about her too much. She gets through it all right. And for Lucy, who spends the first story trying to find that aloof, autocratic Emperor and knock some sense into him, it’s also much more about personal relationships and family and even about doing the right thing than it is about politics. Because that’s how it usually is in any place you live and whatever your world is like and it’s true for the GMFs and occasional humans of Aure’s Dominion as it is for us today. 

Anyway, now you know why you are reading two stories that look as if they don’t belong together (but putting them in one book implies that they do), best of luck to you and your reading! 

Sarah Scheele

December 2, 2020
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Aure’s Dominion.  Regional District of Kaline. The Capital City of Arnea.

––––––––
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It was a typical day in Arnea in the year 3510. Traffic zipped everywhere, sleek metallic buildings shimmered in the cold winter sunlight, and behind the high, impenetrable walls of the Junior Training Facility of the Alf three very bored young men wished that they were somewhere else. It was two weeks into the winter term at this boarding school for young officers-to-be, and summer vacation was a long way away.

In the society of this day, the world was ruled by a system of military law and rigidly divided into classes. Only young people from Class A could become military officers, and it was of these privileged few that the boarding school was composed. However, the dudes in the school did not think of it as a privilege at all. They had been sent there by their parents because the Alf was considered such a fine career for them, and in general, they did not want to be there and resented being there. 

The boarding school was extremely strict. During fall and winter training periods, the privileged trainees were locked up behind the impervious steel walls of the Alf and subjected to a rigorous, regimented lifestyle with no breaks. Their social life was so severely limited that they were not permitted to see their families until the spring, and they were not allowed to make any friends, male or female, from those in the surrounding city. Even the walls of the JTR were so tall and confining that although Arnea was a large city and the school stood at the crossroads of a huge intersection, when they looked out of the windows they could see nothing except gray walls and dark gardens.

This was why two particularly bored trainees, Eric and Andy, were so excited when they looked out of the window of their study complex and saw a girl standing in the arch below. People were not allowed to loiter in the entrance arch of the JTR. There was a strict sign to that effect over the archway, accompanied by stern electric sprays, and people paid attention to it. But this girl seemed not to know about it. She was bending down over what looked like a pile of old blankets, her dark hair hanging over her face.

“It’s a girl!” exclaimed Andy brilliantly.

“Shut up, you bonehead. Anyone can see that,” said Eric scornfully. He had taken rude mistreatment of Andy as his duty since Andy’s arrival at the school two weeks ago and as a result, although Andy had taken to roaming the halls with a hunted cringe, Eric had grown rather fond of him. He pulled at the heavy, ornate burgundy curtains, and looked down curiously.

“I wonder what she’s doing there,” Andy opined next.

“Well, she’ll get electrocuted in a minute anyway. We might as well watch as long as she’s there,” said Eric. “I’m surprised the gun hasn’t gone off yet.”

“But don’t you think we should warn her?” Andy asked anxiously.

“Don’t be stupid, she must know. Everyone knows,” said Eric. 

His tone implied that anything Andy said was automatically not worth consideration simply because Andy was younger and shorter. However, he did look down with interest. The girl was quite pretty, but to two persons as confined to the same monotonous walls and uniforms as they were, she seemed extraordinarily beautiful and special.

“Hey Todd, come check this out!” Andy squealed self-importantly as a serious, paranoid-looking young fellow walked by. Andy had been the first to see the girl and he didn’t mind showing that off. Just at present, he had so little in his life to boast about. “There’s a girl down in the arch!”

“There’s a what?” said Todd, coming over eagerly. 

They all three stared down at the street, although Andy gave an anxious look behind to make sure that no commanders were popping up without warning. Particularly not General Metagaf, the head instructor, who marched everywhere like an earthquake but still had a maddening habit of making his steps soft when people were trying to get away with something.

Todd looked anxiously down at the girl. “Who is she? What is she doing here?” he asked, watching her as she rose to her feet. Now she seemed to be carrying something in her arms.

Eric laughed. “Like we know. We’re not allowed to talk to her, you know. She’s pretty. We’re only supposed to see our text screens and the charming old fogies who keep us in line.”

Todd frowned. “I meant that the shocker should have gone off by now. It is synchronized to respond within one hundred and twenty seconds of continued movement.” 

He looked down in consideration at the mysterious girl in the arch. He knew that it was against the rules to talk to any girl whatsoever, but he was extremely curious about her and thought her worthy of attention. Todd had the reputation in the JTR of being a priggish, well-behaved youth who was very much devoted to his studies and never once tried to break any rules, but he also had a genius for coming up with moralizing excuses for anything he wanted to do.

“I’d better go warn her. I don’t know why it didn’t go off, but I’m sure it will in a minute,” he said, leaving the window.

“Isn’t it against the rules to talk to unauthorized personnel?” Andy inquired self-importantly, as Todd walked off.

Eric laughed and closed his half of the burgundy velvet curtain. “You haven’t been here more than two weeks, ginzai,” he said. (Ginzai was an insult among boys of this time, with a meaning along the lines of a wimp.) “Or you’d know that nobody follows the rules. But since you’re so conscientious, you can cover for us while I go down and protect her from Todd.”

With that he briskly departed, ignoring Andy’s protests that he wasn’t all that fond of rules, he just didn’t want to be whipped. Left alone in the hall, the hapless first-year hastily snapped the curtains shut and turned around to find himself face-to-face with General Metagaf himself, who had come up behind. Andy held the crusty old General in the deepest alarm, particularly since the General was now so deaf that he was always very irritable when speaking. 

Andy was naturally rather timid and now that he had a guilty conscience, he found it downright impossible to say anything coherent at all. He stammered something ridiculous and rushed away from the tell-tale window as fast as he could, leaving the good General looking after him with a perplexed expression.

Down in the archway the girl who had caused all this pandemonium was looking curiously at her surroundings. She was about sixteen, with dark hair and very striking blue eyes. They were quite a strange shade of blue, quite bright, almost like a sapphire. There was something oddly vulnerable about her appearance. Everything about her seemed built on a slightly smaller scale than people in general, and her hairstyle and clothing were very different. Her face had delicate features and her wrists were tiny as if they could be snapped off.

She had been kneeling beside a wretched young creature, barely older than herself, who had huddled up against the arch prior to the girl’s arrival. It was a bitterly cold day, with a stiff, metallic sort of chill, and the strange girl shivered as she looked around. She had no coat. In her arms, she was holding a newborn baby, the property of the lifeless mother nearby. The infant was scantily clad in rags, blue with cold, and moaning hungrily, but it shoved its face into her side as if it felt at home at last.

When Todd came up into the arch, the girl was looking at a screen that was placed on the wall. Such screens were very common in Arnea, and on them the serene, handsome face of Emperor Aure could be continually seen, making one of his government pronouncements. Todd paused a little uneasily behind her. Her expression was very attentive, and she did not look like a person who wanted to be disturbed. 

“Excuse me miss,” he said nervously.

The girl started and turned around. 

Todd looked embarrassed. He was a shy young man, but not altogether reclusive, and perhaps he had thought it would be fun to talk to a girl instead of to his abrasive fellow students and pompous instructors, not to mention his loud godfather General Metagaf, who was always harping on what a great man Todd’s father had been, and how he had saved the General’s life in the Alpha Conflict. However, this was a very different girl from any he had ever seen, and she made him feel ridiculous. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You need to get off these premises. Only school personnel are allowed here.” This was a boring comment, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

The girl looked a little embarrassed and apologized. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” she said. “I just ducked in here because the traffic was running me over, and I didn’t know where this road was going anyway. And then when I got here, I found this poor girl dying.” She gestured to the infant, holding it up. Her face was filled with concern. “She had this baby. Do you know of any place I could take it where it would have a good home?”

Todd was often a little noncommittal in public, preferring to let other people do the talking, and he had absolutely no idea how to answer this. “Oh, I don’t—think so,” he finally stammered. “She’s a Class C. Um—let me see the baby a minute.” 

He briefly examined the scrawny infant under the rags, revealing a curled tattoo, while the baby squealed angrily and kicked. Todd stepped back importantly. “Yeah, it’s a Class C all right. So no, I don’t know of anyone who could take it. But you should go. This area is guarded with electric guns to prevent loitering.”

“Oh, I don’t think that will be a problem,” said the girl, holding up her wrist, which had a small band on it. “This band stabilizes any charges. My father made it for me. But surely someone could take care of it, see?” she continued, holding the baby out anxiously. “I can’t, I have to go on. But maybe—”

“I don’t think you should have it at all,” said Todd, irritable because he was so anxious. Unpredictable things distressed him greatly. “Don’t you know it’s against the law to adopt a Class C? Class C is still partially human. It’s a public duty to let them die off.”

The girl’s eyes grew wide. Todd noticed for the first time how blue they were. Her face looked hurt as if he had slapped her. “Just let them die? How dare you talk like that about other people?” she asked indignantly. “Just because they’re half-human? Do you hate humans so much?” She looked as if she couldn’t believe it and it hurt her to believe it. “But it must just be that you don’t know any humans.”

Todd did not like where this was going at all. In his society, all human beings were a long-distant memory. The world was ruled by GMFs, who had taken over almost a thousand years ago as the next phase of the natural order. Everyone knew that. The humans were long extinct, as they should be. But this girl apparently did not know this basic fact of history and that made him feel very uneasy. There was something unusual here, something unexplained. Todd, who disliked the unexplained, was not pleased by this development.

The girl, however, had turned her attention back to the screen. It seemed to hold a fascination for her. She looked at it steadily, her blue eyes taking in the emperor as he spoke. She was continually shaking in the cold air that circulated under the arch, but she seemed not to notice the cold, although Todd did. He thought it peculiar she should shiver so much. It was not a particularly cold day, for January. He felt a little strange as he looked at her. There was something a bit different about her, but as a profile, it was not unfamiliar. 

As she stood looking like that at the emperor, with that attentive, far-off look, he couldn’t help thinking that she looked a little like the Emperor himself. It caused goosebumps to go down his spine. For the first time, he noticed a blue box, like a rectangular jewelry box, that she carried under her arm. It had been under the baby before, which was why he had not noticed it before. On the box was a large cross of jagged, sharp-edged silver metal.

He was distracted from his thoughts as Eric came up. He groaned and gritted his teeth a little. Eric had been his roommate for three years and ordinarily, they got along fairly well. Eric was loud and extremely cheerful, always up to some kind of trouble, and he never made any secret of the fact he did not like the JTR and had only been sent there by his socially mobile father. Todd was a quiet, well-behaved, rather dull youth, who paid little attention to Eric’s exuberance, but this case was a bit different. Now he felt it. He felt he was onto something strange, something important, and he wanted to ask the girl about it. And as Eric bounced importantly up and began to do his usual Eric thing, Todd remembered with a feeling of great stupidity that he hadn’t even asked her name.

“Lucy. My name is Lucy Hintara,” she was saying to Eric. She took his offered hand with a smile.

“You’re not from Arnea, are you?” Eric inquired next. “Oh, are you cold? You should wear a coat, you know,” he continued, unbuttoning the jacket of his uniform and putting it gallantly around her. This was the sort of thing Eric was good at. Todd stood by, feeling left out. The first interesting thing that had happened for weeks and Eric was taking it over, the way he took over everything.

“No, I’m not. I come from—well, from somewhere else. Thank you for asking,” Lucy was saying, her blue eyes looking up eagerly. She was, as always, extraordinarily polite. She held up the box that Todd had observed before. It was a rich sapphire blue. “I don’t want to bother you, but I need to deliver this to a GMF called Aure at once. It’s for his birthday. Don’t trouble yourself too much. I think he’s pretty well known, so if you can’t tell me where he is I can ask someone else.”

Eric was rarely at a loss for words, but he was so now. It was a funny sight. “Well, uh, sure,” he said, a little blankly. “You do mean—the Emperor Aure. Right?” he added, just to clarify the situation.

Lucy looked a little amused. “Is that what he calls himself now?” she asked. She looked down, taking this in. “I guess it makes sense. It has been a long time, I know. Down in Santau, it doesn’t seem so long.” 

She smiled brightly, and turned away, “Okay. Thank you for your help. I’ll be going now. If you could just tell me—no, maybe I shouldn’t ask . . . .” Her voice trailed off uncertainly as she looked at them both.

Eric sprang forward. “No wait,” he said, taking her by the shoulders and bringing her back, while Todd stood uneasily in the background. “If it’s something about the Emperor, we might be able to help you. We know a lot about him. You—you do mean that Emperor, don’t you?”

He pointed to the screen. Aure’s calm face appeared on it, still quietly talking.

Lucy nodded. “Yes, that’s Aure. It must be. He looks just like the picture Father showed me.” She gave them a gaze that was inexperienced, but not entirely trusting, a look of concern. “But I don’t know if you could help me. I mean” –with a smile— “I don’t know if I could trust you.”

Eric eagerly assured her that they would be delighted to be of assistance. “Miss Lucy, my name is Eric Helvetin, and this is my friend Todd Whimsey. We are officers of the Alf and are at your service if you need help.” He smiled his most disarming smile, and he could be very disarming. Like all slightly reprehensible people, Eric had an array of charming expressions, and he could look like the sweetest, most innocent, most trustworthy individual in the world when he wanted. 

Todd had always found this slightly annoying. Somehow Eric, who was a born felon, always looked ten times more honest than Todd, who had never once disobeyed any rule. And just at present, there was something else that disturbed his mind, namely Lucy herself. There were five divisions of GMF society—the emperor himself, in solitary grandeur at the top, followed by the UP and three different classes. Class C, supposed to have human ancestry, was the lowest and most numerous and lived in poverty in slums and ghettos. Class B members were trained to do office work, Class A to superintend and command Class B, and the UP to live in isolated grandeur alone. The UP was rigidly composed of seven great families, and only the UP
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