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Chapter 1

	Healer Chesterfield Tombre stared out the window of the Federal Health Building wondering why it had not yet been destroyed. He realized that it was probably only due to the fact that although it was the headquarters for the Office of Federal Health, that for some strange reason it was not located in the planet's capital, but rather several hundred miles south in a large city where it seemed the Moracci had targeted other buildings they had deemed more necessary to the city's survival.

	He knew the Moracci had been bombing Winterian buildings throughout last week. At least, before communication had been wiped out a few days ago, that was what he had known. Part of him wondered if the rural areas had faired any better, but he doubted it. The Moracci were known to be fierce toward the small planets of whom they were often taking advantage, but Winteria was not a small planet. Up until the last week, most of the Ninety Planets would have considered Winteria a superpower. The war between the Moracci and Winteria was always a cold one, but when the man who eventually called himself Chancellor had been elected as the Winterian president, all that had changed.

	The sky outside the windows was a mixture of gold, red, and orange, the color of the Earth in a desert region, not the color of the sky in a humid, southern part of Winteria like Salcata. Chesterfield could see no people walking on the streets or the sidewalks. That alone let him know just how bad things must be.

	Three months before the Moracci had begun bombing Winteria's cities, the outbreak had begun. Some people believed there was a contagion in the water. Others thought it was in the air. Some theorized that a virus had spread among the population, not unlike an extremely contagious flu.

	It didn't matter what the cause was. The result was the same. Large numbers of Winterians had begun to demonstrate behaviors different from the average humanoid. Their intellectual abilities seemed to decline, although it was often hard to know what they were thinking, or if they were thinking anything, because they soon became nonverbal and nonsensical. The infected started to act violently, attacking others in the street, some even going so far as to engage in cannibalism. All of the symptoms began to appear within forty-eight hours of initial suspicion of infection, and by the end of the forty-eight-hour period the people affected were fully nonlinguistic, uttering grunts, and frequently showing angry facial affects, but unable to use any verbal or physical languages to express themselves. On the first night of Weekend a man might act rudely at dinner. By Weekbegin morning he was no longer demonstrating language skills and his family was terrified of him.

	At first, the Office of Federal Health was anxious to fix the problem, worrying that it might spread. Within a few days it was obvious that there had been large outbreaks across the planet. The situation was impossible to contain, but OFH agents were able to capture a few of the infected for study. Within forty-eight hours those agents had been placed in the same containment rooms as the abnorms, the slang term that people around the Office of Federal Health had begun to use to describe the people who were demonstrating the odd behaviors. Word spread, and it was almost impossible to convince agents to work with, let alone try to capture, the infected.

	"Maybe we'll get lucky and they'll die off, like with rabies," Minister Rabinon had said in a private meeting with Chesterfield and a few others who had agreed to work with the infected.

	Chesterfield had cringed at the remark. He had seen creatures die from rabies and it was a horrible death no one should endure. Right or wrong, Minister Rabinon's wish had come true in some form. By the end of two weeks, all but one of the infected in the containment room, including those who had once been OFH agents, were dead. Minister Rabinon had ordered that they not be fed, and that they only be given water. He stated that it was his hope to starve the virus and to flush it out with water, but Chesterfield suspected Minister Rabinon had much more sinister plans, and that things ended rather as he had hoped. In bouts of hunger, the infected began to attack and eat each other. Every time Chesterfield tried to intervene, he had been stopped by Guards who claimed it was Minister Rabinon's orders that no one interfere with the abnorms and their behavior. Chesterfield once again cringed at the term, and the ideas that were being presented to him at that time.

	"It's part of natural selection," Minister Rabinon said to Chesterfield. "We must allow them to do what they are inclined to do if we are to study this properly, if we are to fully understand the actions of which these abnorms are capable."

	Chesterfield had begun to argue, to try to better explain to this man, this fellow scientist, the possible consequences of such actions. A good look in Minister Rabinon's eyes made him stop. Minster Rabinon was quite aware of what the consequences were. Chesterfield was even fairly certain that disastrous consequences were exactly what the minister was hoping for. He was a scientist, but he was also a politician, and Chesterfield could tell from his dealings with the man that he was the type of politician who hoped that his problems went away with as little embarrassment as possible.

	"Stay off the streets," is what Minister Rabinon advised the public. "There is no cure for this. I have a large group of scientists working on this cure around the clock, but we are doubtful that we will find a cure in time to save the people already infected."

	Chesterfield had almost thrown something at the visual informer when he had heard that. There was no large group of scientists working on the problem. In the beginning there had been a few, and then those people quit or ended up in a containment room with a group of the infected. After that, only Chesterfield and two other scientists had still been willing to work on the project. On the morning they found the infected eating each other, Chesterfield had been the only one present not to vomit, and the only one of the scientists not to quit the project immediately. Someone had to help the infected, and no matter how they were acting now, they were his people.

	"If you stay away from these people, you should be safe," Minister Rabinon continued on the visual informer.

	Chesterfield slammed his fist on the wall of his living quarters. "How dare he!" Chesterfield yelled to the empty room, and to the image of Minister Rabinon being broadcast on the visual informer. "We have no idea how these people are being infected."

	Chesterfield fumed. Telling the public that the infection was coming from contact with the infected was telling them something that had not yet been proven. For all they knew it was coming from the air or the water. Maybe there was an infecting agent in the food supply. Yes, the OFH agents had become infected rather quickly after interacting with the infected, but this was not proof. They had no idea for sure, and to suggest otherwise was criminal and irresponsible. Not to mention that it made the well lose all sympathy for the ill. Who would want to help people they feared?

	Chesterfield watched as the minister continued to speak. It was then that he remembered. Minister Rabinon wasn't a scientist, at least not a real one. He had been appointed by the chancellor, and the chancellor had a reputation for appointing under qualified people for vital government positions. Whereas most of the scientists at the Office of Federal Health had academic backgrounds like Chesterfield's, first trained as healers, and then later as scientists, Minister Rabinon had studied science in his lower-level academics, and then worked in his family bank. Prior to his appointment, there had been nothing in the chancellor's life to qualify him for even the lowest level position of scientist, but the chancellor had often used his family's bank, so Minister Rabinon had been given an appointment. At least that's what the independent information societies claimed.

	The next day Chesterfield had tried not to let Minister Rabinon see his resentment as they stood outside the glass containment cell.

	"I'm fearful that he's getting stronger," Chesterfield said.

	"Nonsense," Minister Rabinon had answered in an overly confident tone. "He's just more agitated. He's hungry again now that it's been a week since he's eaten. Don't worry. He'll get weak again, and as long as he's in that cell, he's no danger to anyone."

	"Nonetheless, I would like to try to get a blood sample from him. We haven't gathered one in the last week, and I would like to see if there are any changes we can detect through that."

	"Nothing's changed," Minister Rabinon said firmly. "He's still a bloodthirsty moron. Anyway, I need you safe, and no one else would be foolhardy enough to try to get his blood. I do not authorize you to try to get it, as a matter of fact, I forbid it, and I know no one else will have the courage to try to help you take blood from such an animal as that. It would be too risky for them as well. Issue dismissed. Study what you can with what you have."

	It wasn't the response Chesterfield had hoped for, but it was one he had expected. He wished he'd never asked. "Sometimes it's better to apologize than to ask permission," Chesterfield remembered his father telling him a few times growing up. "At least then you get to do what you wish."

	Chesterfield wished that he had remembered those words of wisdom before he spoke to Minister Rabinon rather than after. Chesterfield had left his office laboratory that evening feeling frustrated to no end. He needed routine blood checks from the infected to study if he were ever going to find a cure, and if he wasn't allowed to open the containment cell door, there was no way he was going to get it.

	When he left that day, he headed to his old-fashioned automachine. I love this old thing, and no matter what other people get, I need something that stays on the ground, he often thought to himself. His automachine had charged all day in the sun, and was ready to drive as he left to go to the building that housed his living quarters. He swore as he noticed no one on the streets, and barely any MRVs flying above. The country was following Minister Rabinon's orders to a tee. No one was on the sidewalks, and the people in automachines kept their windows and doors shut, and the people in multi-range vehicles, or MRVs as everyone else called them, flew above it all as fast as they could. Oddly, none of the Afflicted, as Chesterfield was now beginning to refer to them in his own head, had ever been seen on an MRV. On the ground, businesses had begun to lock their doors, forcing potential customers to knock at windows and be admitted, once the business was able to look through a glass door or camera to determine that the people asking for entrance were not infected.

	As Chesterfield began to slow at a red light, he noticed an automachine stopped with its doors open. Three people stood outside the automachine. They looked up at him as he approached. Their facial expressions made it clear they were infected, and they each held a bloody body part in their hands. What looked to be the bloody leg of a man protruded from the car. Chesterfield could see no one else in sight.

	He quickly swerved to avoid the people and then sped off as fast as he could. He used his personal communication device to call the enforcers, but the man on the other end said that they now received numerous calls like this every hour, and that from what Chesterfield had said it sounded like the driver of the automachine was already dead.

	"We probably need to use our resources elsewhere," the man said. "We've already lost many front-line enforcers to this illness."

	Chesterfield didn't know how to respond, so instead he just ended the communication. A few minutes later, in the subterranean parking garage in the building which housed his living quarters, Chesterfield carefully surveyed the garage before exiting his automachine. Once outside his vehicle, he rushed to the door that led into the building, and then to the elevator which would take him to his quarters on the thirty-fifth floor.

	The next morning, Chesterfield was stopped by a Guard as he went to enter the laboratory where the one Afflicted man was still held.

	"There's been an accident," a young female Guard informed him.

	"What kind of accident?" Chesterfield asked.

	The young woman's face looked as if she was trying not to vomit. It was a look he was seeing more often than he had ever expected.

	"You were right about his strength growing," the young Guard said, speaking slowly, still as if she could barely get the words out. "Minister Rabinon arrived early this morning, and as he was observing the patient, the man broke through the glass and attacked him. None of us were expecting it."

	"Of course not," Chesterfield said. "That glass is hard to get through even with the strongest of weapons."

	"We had to terminate his life," the young woman said, her face barely composed.

	Chesterfield looked at the name tag on her shirt.

	"Guard Telkla, did you have to be the one who did it?"

	"Yes," she said, nodding her head. "I had the hardest time getting the right angle. I didn't want to hurt the minister, at least no more than anyone else in this building wanted to," she said, a confession that Chesterfield imagined could slip out of many people's mouths.

	"He doesn't exactly have a big fan group among those who know him."

	"Still, he didn't deserve to die like that. By the time I had aligned my current sender with the abnorm's heart pulse, the minister was already dead. The abnorm..."

	"The Afflicted," Chesterfield corrected. "The Afflicted was an Office of Federal Health employee. His name, despite his state, is Tharame Joudin. He was a field agent, but we did our OFH training together. I didn't know him well, but he was known to be a good and honest man. He worked too much and never married."

	"Yes," Guard Telkla nodded. "The Afflicted. That is what we should say. I hate that other term also, I just didn't know what else to call them."

	"Forgiveness is always," Chesterfield said.

	"Yes, forgiveness is always," Telkla repeated. "My brother. He's been missing for several moon changes. We don't know what has happened to him. His personal communication device was found outside the city. There was blood on it, but we were scared to touch it. We imagine that he was either murdered by the Afflicted, or that he is now one of them."

	"I'm sorry," Chesterfield said, unsure of what he might possibly say that could provide her even the slightest bit of comfort.

	"Many of us here, we support you. We know that you are trying to find a cure. We know that you wanted to use their blood, the blood of the Afflicted, for further study and that the minister would not allow you access to any more. We used the precautions and placed his body in a containment bag. There should be enough blood to help you some. We thought we would wait until you had collected what you needed before we called the corpse removers. We all want you to succeed."

	"Thank you," Chesterfield said. "I don't want you to get into any trouble over this, but I can sure use the information."

	"There is nothing to fear, Healer Tombre. The corpse removers have been tremendously busy since the outbreak. They have lost many of their own people to this. It will probably not take them as long to get to us since we are a government office, but I doubt they will complete body investigations. They simply don't have the people power, and it's pretty obvious what happened. Anyway, for all they know, you were allowed to take the blood."

	"Well, then thank you again," Chesterfield said. "I will hurry and gather the sample I need, and take it to my laboratory office."

	It took Chesterfield less than an hour to gather samples from both the minister and Tharame. He let Guard Telkla know that it was safe to call the corpse removers now, and he rushed to his office. He delved into his work quickly, worrying that at any time he might be disturbed. It was not unusual for a research healer working for OFM to work exclusively in his laboratory office for months on end without interacting with others when he was working on a special project, but this project was of vital importance to the planet, and Chesterfield was sure that after what had happened to the minister, someone would demand answers by the end of the day.

	No one did. Chesterfield assumed that someone else would show up to take the minister's place, but after a week, Chesterfield began to feel that no one would come. Everything we need is here and will make itself known in the moment that we need it, he thought. How many times had he heard his mother say those exact same words? Everything had worked out, too. Well, maybe not. Both my parents are dead, and I'm here in the middle of an invasion and plague.

	Like most Winterians, he watched the broadcasts of the various information societies every evening, noticing only slight differences in how they reported the "Abnorm Situation," as they had begun to call it. The planet was losing people quickly. Every day hordes of people were infected, and every day those hordes were attacking others. Dead bodies of both the infected and the victims of their violent attacks were found daily, many of them burned in the old tradition.

	Chesterfield continued to work for the next few months in isolation. No one asked him for answers, and when he checked the electro assignment board he was still listed as being the researcher allotted to the Abnorm Epidemic. He continued to be paid, and no one asked him any questions. Not wanting to be stopped, the way the minister had stopped him, Chesterfield was reluctant to reach out to anyone else, but finally one day, after seeing a particularly disturbing midday information society broadcast, Chesterfield had reached out to the Office of Primary Government. He hoped not to be put through to some mid-ranking official in the chancellor's office, and he was pleasantly surprised to find that he had been connected to a senator.

	"You're aware that the minister of the Office of Federal Health is deceased, right?" Chesterfield asked the brusque sounding Senator Floresia on the other end of his personal communication device.

	"Yes, we are, Healer Tombre," she said, her tone changing as she replied. "That is a position we are unable to fill at this time. You must understand, we are as affected by this as everyone else. Four cabinet ministers, twelve senators, and fourteen speakers for the people have died in incidents somehow or other related to the Abnorm Situation. Are you having any luck with your research?"

	"Not as much as I'd like," Chesterfield admitted. "I was able to obtain samples from two infected corpses. One had been in the fully infected state for several weeks. His strength had grown tremendously directly prior to his death. The other was infected during his death. I have monitored his blood and found the infection has continued to grow even though the host is no longer alive. The burning of the bodies in the old traditions is probably a good thing right now as the power of the infection does not stop after a host dies. Consequently, if infection is coming from contact with the infected, which I have not proven, but am led to believe, then hypothetically it could still infect after a host dies. That's all that I've really learned recently."

	"That's quite a lot, Healer. Would you be willing to share this information with the public?"

	"I guess so," Chesterfield said. "I don't know as much as I'd like, but perhaps letting people know about burning the bodies would be a good thing. Even if they are not the primary source of infection, they are most likely at least a source of infection."

	"I'll arrange for a press conference this evening with all the major information societies."

	"Thank you, Senator," Chesterfield said.

	That evening he had stood in the Office of Primary Government in front of reporters for all of the major, and many of the minor, information societies. They asked many questions as they filmed him. He shared with the public primarily what he had shared with the Senator Floresia, and added one more bit of cautionary advice when a reporter jumped to a conclusion he did not want the public to make.

	"So, you're saying that the infected are the cause of this, that it is a virus?" a tall younger reporter asked.

	"Most definitely not," Chesterfield said. "Or let me say, I don't know that they are the primary cause. I do believe that citizens can become infected from being in contact with the infected, or the Afflicted, as I prefer to call them, even if that contact is with a corpse."

	"So, you are saying that?" the reporter asked.

	"I am not saying it is the primary cause. I don't want people to assume that we have found the cause and then stop being careful in other ways, like monitoring their food and drink sources. From what I can tell, the virus is contagious, but I am still unsure as to how it's being spread. Also, the patterns of infection, and how quickly and suddenly this virus initially spread and continues to spread, do not lead me to believe that this simply spread from person to person. I think there is a strong chance that other sources of contagion exist. What they are, I am still not sure, and as you know, government offices are experiencing the same staffing issues that every other organization on this planet is. We simply do not have the people needed to investigate these other sources as quickly as I would like."

	A nod from Senator Floresia let him know he was correct in assuming that she, and the government in general, did not want him informing the public that he was the only researcher on the project right now. He knew such an act would not help him secure additional assistance from the government, but he hoped that explaining some of the challenges would let her, and any other government officials watching, know that he needed some sort of help.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Donacio could not take his eyes off the visual informer as he replayed the broadcast with the healer-scientist who spoke about the infections. Donacio had recorded the broadcast a week ago before communication was disrupted simply because he knew his mother would be in the broadcast. A week later, it wasn't his mother he was watching each time he replayed the recording. There was something about the healer-scientist that drew Donacio's attention. Something about him made sense to Donacio, and a compassion that exuded from the man Donacio admired. Compassion seemed to be one thing that Winteria was lacking greatly as of late.

	Nine years. It had only been nine fucking years. Still, it had all gone to hell. Quickly and without questions, that was what they had asked for, and that is what had happened.

	Too many little things had occurred to blame it on one particular event, but still when Donacio looked back, he felt with all his heart that it had happened when the chancellor had been elected the second time. The first time he had been elected was horrible, so horrible that at the end of his term, a majority of Winterians had voted him out. Sadly, he had run again. And through devious means, and the brainwashing of large groups of people, he had won again. When his term was about to expire, he, and the Patriotists, as they had begun to call themselves, had changed his name to that of the chancellor. At that point, it had seemed like such a little deal; they had already changed the constitution several years before. When they suddenly said that this man would no longer be president, but now he would be the chancellor, all of Winteria knew that a dictator had assumed the throne.

	A loud sound drew Donacio to the window. Another building down the street was being hit by a bomb. He watched for a moment as a small Moracci single pilot ship fell from the sky and into the street. Someone had used an independent launcher to bring the ship down, and Donacio smiled. His people still had their spirit. Still looking at the wrecked ship and the wrecked building, Donacio wondered just what the hell the chancellor had done to this planet he loved so much, and if they would ever recover.

	Of course it couldn't all be blamed on the chancellor and his cronies. The chancellor hadn't elected himself. Winteria had made him president, and like any leader, good, bad, or ugly, he had brought in his own people. And the entire country had just watched, assuming that it would all just end one day, that his term would run out again and his ways would disappear when the planet elected some new president, with different ideas, and a different agenda. That's how it had always worked--the pendulum swung back and forth. It moved in one direction and then the other, and somewhere in between, there was supposed to be balance. No one imagined that the chancellor and his people would simply cut down the pendulum. The day he became chancellor, nothing seemed to swing again. Whichever side he chose is where things would go, and there would be no balance. Or so it seemed.

	As an agent of the Order of Loyalty, also known as the Guards of Winteria, Donacio had sworn an oath to his country many years ago, and that oath superseded any allegiance he, or any of the Guards of Winteria, might feel for any particular leader. As far back as he could trace his ancestry, at least one person in each generation, whether it be a great-grandfather or a great-great-grandmother had been one of the elite Guards of Winteria. It had been many generations since any of the Guards had been asked to go against the wishes of a leader, but the chancellor was an exception, not that there weren't Guards who had initially believed in his cause and served him.

	The wars started as skirmishes, little events, offenses because the chancellor didn't know how to talk to people, and seemed to lack either the desire or the ability to learn. Surely, he won't allow a war to happen just because of his pride, because he doesn't know how to speak, that is what people thought. It was the only way left for them to think. Like small children in an impossible situation, they told themselves that it would have to get better. With those thoughts in mind, many of the Guards had worked to handle the wars the chancellor had started.

	Guards of Winteria took an oath, an oath to protect their planet, and they could follow that oath in any direction they felt. They were unpaid, and technically worked for no one but their oath, but they were well respected. Most of them worked other jobs, the Winterian Guard being an honorary position, and not meant to be affected by money. They were admitted and trained by other Guards. Guards were usually found on every side of a controversial issue, and it was not uncommon for Guards to find themselves in direct conflict with other Guards.

	It took years for the Guards who followed the chancellor, as well as those other people who followed, to see that they were wrong. The bottom was not initially in their line of vision, but after several years, many citizens had started to hope that they were close, that he could get no worse. They remained inactive, or at least not active enough, against the chancellor's schemes.

	The rest of the Ninety Planets, at least the ones the chancellor had not sold them out to, did not seem to have the same amount of patience with the chancellor that the Winterian people did. They became tired of turning the other cheek to the chancellor's insults, to his crazy methods, that were no longer just full of hate, but even more so just flat out ridiculous.

	It was the little planets that had hit Winteria first, the planets that no one worried about, or at least the ones for which the chancellor seemed to hold no fear or respect. Those planets had come in and made small attacks, the kind that planets that size can do, but they had seemed bigger, more fierce, more bloodthirsty than anyone would have imagined.

	No one had pieced together that the smaller planets had been funded by a much larger one, the same larger one the chancellor had been dealing with all along. It wasn't until the larger planet, the ones with which the chancellor had established such strong relationships, came in and took over that people understood. It wasn't until the first Moraccian war ship arrived and demanded immediate surrender and fealty that the people of Winteria realized they had been duped, that the chancellor had sold them out. When the Winterian people declined, the war began.

	Although they had lost the last election, the opposition to the chancellor and his men was strong, and had been there all along. The opposing political party, Those for Freedom, as they called themselves, had waged battles against him, battles they should have easily won, but did not. Although his ideas seemed to have nothing to do with theirs, the chancellor had originally been backed by the Freedom Alliance, the name of the other dominant Winterian political party. He had run in their primaries against a rather large group of candidates, and to the surprise of all of Winteria, he had won their primary elections at two separate times, and become the Freedom Alliance's candidate.

	Both times, the people supporting Those for Freedom had greatly outnumbered those supporting the Freedom Alliance, but the TF's as they were often called, were more divided. Although they had fewer candidates, the people supporting those candidates seemed to feel more passionately about their candidates, and when it came time to vote in the general election, many of them refused to vote for the candidate who had won the TF primary elections.

	In the end, the FA's had won the general election both times. That was when Fonzo Machiavelli had won. Surprise filled all of Winteria, even the offices of the Freedom Alliance party, the evening it was announced that Fonzo Machiavelli had won. Sadly, by the time he became chancellor, no one had been surprised. And that was the time Donacio felt, when many of the Winterian people had seemed to give up.

	Donacio Floresia was not one of those people. Neither was his mother, Senator Teresia Floresia. Although a senator for the Freedom Alliance, Teresia had stayed with her party out of loyalty to that party and to her planet, despite her feelings toward the chancellor. Donacio on the other hand, had been a member of Those for Freedom since he had been a teenager, and when Fonzo Machiavelli had been running for office, Donacio had never even considered the idea that such a buffoon might win the presidency.

	Raised in a home that had always encouraged him to think for himself, Donacio had done so. Donacio's initial reasons for joining Those for Freedom had more to do with their stances on social issues, such as Octavian marriage--something which worked well on many of the other planets in the Ninety Planet Alliance--legalizing seekah flowers, and deciding whether or not it was appropriate to provide school children of any age with the knowledge that the Ninety Planets had combined to merge their DNA in the creation of humanoids in a planet light years away.

	Donacio's father, being more of a student of music than politics, had laughed, characterizing Donacio's ideals as "typically teenage." Teresia on the other hand had engaged Donacio in those conversations. "If you want to marry seven people, fine," she said. "I have a hard time not neglecting one, but maybe you'll have better luck. In regard to science, we told you about the people who live on the planet they call Earth when you were a small child. As far as that seekah flower goes though, if you ever smoke that in my home, making my drapes and upholsteries smell horrible, they will never find your body."

	Donacio's father, Ekill, would laugh heartily when his wife and son had these conversations. "I don't mind being neglected sometimes," he would say to his wife. "We are both addicted to our work, and maybe we can take a vacation to that planet one day, like others have
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