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Chapter 1


Twenty-two Years Ago


 


 


            Embrie squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the heels of her
hands against her ears as she tried to drown out the screams. It didn’t work.
Everyone was rushing around, panicked and terrified. People were crying. And
there was a nasty smell filling the cabin that burned when she breathed it in. 


            An
arm went around her shoulders and pulled her close. She opened her eyes to find
Slone huddled against her. He was as petrified as she was, his face sickeningly
pale. Tears rolled down his cheeks as more welled in his reddened eyes. They
stared at each other, helpless to do anything other than remain squeezed in the
corner and watch the increasing pandemonium.


            “We’re entering the atmosphere!” someone
shrieked. Immediately after, the ship’s claxon went off, including the lights,
throwing everyone into darkness. A second later, a soft blue luminesce came on
as the ship initiated the emergency lights.


            “We’re
going to crash on the planet’s surface!”


            “We’re
going to burn up before that happens.”


            Embrie recognized the last voice as that of her father. She
tried to find him in the confusion, but it was impossible to tell which shadowy
figure was him.


            “Iva!
Find Embrie! Get yourselves to a life pod!”


            “Everyone to the life pods!” This last
order blasted over the intercoms, temporarily drowning out the warning siren. “Everyone to the life pods! This is not a
drill!”


            “Slone!
Slone, where are you?” A hand reached down and snagged him by the shoulder,
literally dragging him from out of hiding.


            Embrie screamed and reached for her friend. In that
split-second, she had to make the decision whether to remain there and wait for
her parents to find her, or go with the friend she’d known since babyhood. Jumping
to her feet, she ran after Slone and his mother. She barely managed to keep up
as they hurried through the corridors. It was difficult with people colliding
with them in their haste to escape the doomed craft.


            When
they reached the lifeboat station, the room was filled with pandemonium. Slone’s
mother shoved her way through the masses to reach the door of the nearest life
pod, but people kept pushing her away, preventing her from getting on board. Slone
managed to grab Embrie’s hand. It was the only way
they were able to keep from being separated.


            Slone’s
mother maneuvered their way through the waves of terrified people fighting to escape
the spacecraft. They squeezed past a group going in the opposite direction and
were shoved up against a large window. Embrie stared
out at the blue globe that appeared to be hovering in the distance. 


There was a
rumble under her feet, and two life pods erupted from below, arching away from
the ship on their flight toward the world. Within seconds, they burst into flames
and evaporated into ash. Slone’s mother saw the phenomena and turned around to
scream at the others.


            “The pods are exploding! The life pods are
exploding!”      


            Embrie glanced around, but nobody seemed to be paying
attention. If anything, it seemed to increase their need to leave. A fight
broke out as people began pummeling each other over who would get into the next
pod.


Slone’s mother
gave them a push away from the melee. “This way, children.”


            She
hurried them toward the end of the long line of escape ships, to the very last
doorway. Embrie noticed how everyone was trying to
reach the very next pod in line, and completely seemed to forget there were
more pods at the further end of the corridor.


            This
pod was empty. Slone’s mother pushed them inside so hard, Embrie
and Slone went tumbling into the cockpit. She slammed on the panel to seal the
hatchway, then climbed into the pilot seat.


            “Strap
in, children.”


            “Are
we going to blow up, too?” Slone fearfully ask. He and Embrie
took the two seats that were next to each other in the back row. That way they
could continue to hold hands.


            “We’re
not going to blow up,” the woman firmly stated. “Those people probably had
their thrusters on at full power, which is why they burned up. No, we’re going
to freefall and not turn our engines on until we have to. Make sure you’re
buckled in securely. Odra Meela, this
is Pod Fourteen, we are ejecting to go planetside. Occupants
include Flinn Obvan Jakka, Slone Duras Jakka, and Embrie Parsul Kalldar.”


            Embrie watched through the front viewscreen
as the bay doors opened in front of them. Off to the side, the flash of another
lifeboat exploding into nothingness caught her eye, and she shivered.


            “Hold
on, children. I’m only going to use the engines to avoid colliding with the
other pods,” Slone’s mother told them in a terse voice.


            There
was a sudden jerk as the metal arms holding the pod were disengaged and the
craft slowly moved forward toward the opening. Embrie
was unable to tear her eyes away from the wall of space growing closer and
closer, until she felt the telltale sense of momentary weightlessness.


            And
then they fell.


            At
first it felt like a slow glide, almost buoyant in their descent, but it quickly
turned bumpy as the atmosphere grew denser. Within seconds, the entire pod was
twisting erratically. Slone’s mother fought the controls, trying to keep them
somewhat stable without resorting to the engines. 


Embrie had no idea at the time how dangerously close they
came to igniting into another small fireball like the rest of the life pods, in
what the world below would later call an unexpected meteor storm. All she knew
was that the cabin was getting hotter and the air was becoming too uncomfortable
to breathe. She lost hold of Slone’s sweaty hand and gripped the sides of her
seat as the pod tumbled through the atmosphere. She saw Slone’s mother reach
for a lever but jerk back with a cry of pain as the metal burned her skin.
Outside the viewscreen, another life pod burst apart
in flames and pieces flew outward. One section of metal struck their craft with
a resounding thud, making their craft shudder from the impact.


She glanced over
at Slone. His eyes were closed, his lips pressed into thin lines as he tried to
ride out their descent. Her own stomach threatened to revolt, and Embrie hoped she wouldn’t embarrass herself by throwing up
inside the tiny cabin.


Then, without
warning, things smoothed out. She gasped at the sight of the green blanket
stretched out in front of them. A sight that grew nearer and more distinctive
as the pod continued falling. Slone’s mother tried reaching for the control
panel, tentatively touching the smoking navigational buttons. She punched
several, paused, then tried again. The woman let go
with an expletive Embrie had heard before and
recognized as a sign of frustration. 


And fear.


“Hang on,
children! The engines aren’t responding! I’m going to try to land without
them!”


Slone grabbed
her hand again, squeezing it so hard it hurt, but Embrie
kept silent. They both knew it was imperative to remain quiet when someone was
piloting, so as not to distract them.


The ground rose
up at a frightening rate. Embrie heard something
striking the bottom of their pod as the greenery began to swallow them.
Suddenly, they broke free of the vegetation, and a wide swathe of blue filled
the viewscreen. Embrie sat
up in her seat as she realized they were going to plow into that blue. And
going as fast as they were, she was certain it wouldn’t be a soft landing.


At the last
second, Slone’s mother jerked the controls upward. Instead of hitting the blue
head-on, the craft skimmed the surface, sending white sprays flying over them
as the pod’s belly skied for nearly a thousand meters.


The last thing Embrie remembered was the ship hitting something hard and
unyielding. The shock of the sudden stop jerked her forward, nearly snapping
her head from her neck as the straps held her firm. And the silence that
followed was answered by the darkness that overcame them all.








Chapter 2


Fire


 


 


            Embrie jerked awake, gasping for air as the memory she’d
been reliving slowly drained away. A warm body pressed against hers shifted,
then rolled over, and a voice whispered in the darkness. 


            “Are
you okay?”


            “Yeah.
I’m fine.”


            A
gentle hand touched her cheek. “Did you have another one of those flashbacks?”


            “Yeah.”
She grimaced and clutched a fist to her chest. Her heart was still fluttering.


            “Which
one?”


            “The
one where we escaped the ship and crashed into that lake.”


            Slone
groaned. “That’s one of the worst ones.” He moved slightly. Judging from his
movement, she could guess what he was doing.


            “What
time is it?”


            “A
little past four.”


            “Shit.
We only got to bed a little over two hours ago.” 


            “Would
you like me to rub your back to help you get back to sleep?” he offered.


She sat up and
sighed. “I don’t feel the least bit sleepy. Do we have any of that chocolate
cake left?” She cast him a side eye. “Or did you eat the rest of it?”


            Slone
chuckled. “I know better than to take the last slice. It’s on the kitchen
table.”


            “That’s
a good boy.” She gave him a playful slap on the backside and crawled out of
bed.       Slone responded with a
non-threatening growl. “Careful. Don’t start something you can’t finish.”


            She
gave a snort in reply and padded barefoot into the kitchen.


            The
moon shone through the windows, giving her plenty of light to see around her.
As he’d promised, the cake pan sat in the middle of the kitchen table. A
dishtowel was draped over the confection to keep the dust off of it. As if it would be around long enough to
gather dust, she silently mused.


            Throwing
back the towel, she saw the lone, fist-sized piece nestled in the corner. He’d
saved her a corner piece, the part she preferred. She smiled at the feeling of
warmth that went through her. Grabbing a fork from a drawer, she sat at the
table and proceeded to eat right out of the pan. 


Two bites in,
the kitchen light came on. Embrie squinted against
the glare. Once she was able to see again, she watched as her partner ambled
over to the refrigerator and pulled out the carton of milk to pour himself a
glassful. “Want some?” He gave the carton a little shake.


“Sure, but not
that much,” she told him, indicating his tall, full glass. 


He poured her a
smaller glass and took it to her. “We’re going to need to hit the market pretty
soon. We’re getting low on several things.”


Embrie took a huge swallow of milk to wash down the cake
and wiped her mouth with a paper towel. “Hopefully tomorrow. While I’m thinking
about it, put toilet paper on the list, would you?”


Slone took the
pencil hanging from the hook on the refrigerator and jotted it down on the
magnetic notepad. “Didn’t we buy some not too long ago?”


            “Yes,
but one of us uses more than his fair share.” She winked at him when he glanced
over his shoulder at her and continued eating. “Hey, why don’t we call in sick
tomorrow?” she suggested, her mouth full.


            “I’d
love to be able to sleep late,” he admitted. “These past couple of weeks have
been hell. I don’t know whether to blame the full moon, or believe there’s a
major underground conspiracy going on, where they all decided to go ballistic
at the same time.”


            She
agreed with him. “We’ve rounded up more thugs in the last nine days than we’ve
arrested in the nine weeks prior. I’ll be glad when things start to settle
down.” Mashing the remaining crumbs with her fork, she licked them off the
utensil and finished off her milk. She got up from the table to take her dirty
dishes to the sink when a chill went through her. 


            “You
okay?” Slone inquired.


            “Cold
milk,” Embrie confessed. She turned on the water to
let the dishes soak, when their burner phone went off. Slone walked over to the
counter where it was recharging to answer it.


            “Falcon.
Yes.” He glanced over at Embrie. “Got it. We’ll be
right there.” He ended the call. “Five alarm fire midtown.” He gulped down the
rest of his milk as Embrie ran to get dressed,
following her seconds later.


            In
less than two minutes they were in costume. Embrie
jetted out of the skylight ahead of him, but he quickly caught up with her.
They didn’t speak as they flew low over the rooftops and crossed over the East
River. Even if she didn’t have her ultra-superior eyesight, the glow of the
massive fire visibly lighting the sky in the distance was unmistakable.


            She
glanced over at the man flying even with her. Like hers, his one-piece suit had
been modeled after the spacesuits their people had used. At least, they were to
the best of their knowledge. With the exception of color—his being a dark gray
and hers a paler grayish-white—they were nearly identical, right down to the
cowls that covered all of their head except for their nostrils, mouth, and
chin. Slone sensed her looking at him and flashed her a smile but didn’t
comment.


            When
they arrived at the scene, they spotted the fire chief waving his arms to get
their attention. They landed simultaneously and Embrie
studied the flaming apartment building as the man hurried over to them.


            “Falcon,
Hawk, thanks for coming,” Chief McNutt greeted them. His face was already
sweaty and coated with soot, his voice hoarse from yelling orders. He pointed
at the building. “The fire originated on the fifth floor. We’ve managed to
evacuate the building, but we believe we still have people trapped on the
sixth. The stairs are engulfed to where our men can’t get up there. Our ladders
can’t reach them either, and we’re running out of time. Can you help?”


            Slone
gave a nod. “We’ll try.” He took off with Embrie
beside him. Reaching the roof, they quickly surveyed the area.


            “How
are we going to do this?” she asked him. “These people seem to forget we’re not
invulnerable.”


            “We’re
going to run like hell.” He grinned at her. “You take the east side, I’ll do
west. Anyone you find, bring them back up here first, then
fly them down to the EMS. When you’ve cleared your area, wait up here for me if
I’m not already here.”


            “Got
it. Be careful,” she told him.


            He
smiled at her. “You, too. Love you.” Leaning over, he gave her a short, sweet
kiss, then strode over to the door that opened into the stairwell. Reaching out
with his gloved hand, he jerked open the door as he simultaneously stepped
aside. A cloud of black smoke billowed out into the night sky. Embrie raised a hand to her face to block her nose and
breathed through her mouth. The smoke coated her tongue with a bitter residue. 


            He
dove inside first, flying down the stairwell with her right behind him. When
they reached the sixth floor landing, Embrie placed
herself behind the door and pulled it open.


            They
were greeted with a wave of heat, but fortunately no flames appeared. She
entered the first apartment she came across by busting through the locked door.
Finding the place empty, she proceeded to the next one, then the next. At the
fifth apartment, a woman with two young children were huddled in the far back
bedroom. The mother was wearing a body brace, which explained why she hadn’t
been able to evacuate. Seeing Embrie, the woman let
out a cry for help.


            “Get
us out of here! Please! Save my babies!”


            Embrie hesitated. The children appeared to be no older than
seven or eight years of age. They were thin and terrified, and the memory of
her and Slone, and Slone’s mother fighting past the crowds of frightened people
fighting to leave their doomed spaceship returned with crystal clarity.


            “Hawk!
Hawk, please save us! Get us out of here!”


            The
woman’s cry shredded the memory and brought Embrie
back to the present. Cradling a child in each arm, she held them tightly
against her. “Get onto my back,” she ordered the woman. “Wrap your legs around
my waist and hold on!”


            She
crouched and the woman climbed onto her. Thankfully, the mother didn’t put a
chokehold around Embrie’s neck. Instead, she drew her
arms under Embrie’s and clasped her shoulders.
Hefting the children to make sure she had a firm grasp on them, Embrie rushed out of the apartment and up to the roof. Once
there, it was simply a matter of flying over the side of the roof, then down to
the street where she turned the trio over to the EMS techs. With the mother’s
thanks ringing in her ears, she returned to the roof to continue searching.


            She
encountered no other people when she checked the rest of the apartments, for
which she was thankful. The heat was becoming intolerable, in spite of her
uniform. Zipping up to the roof, she found Slone waiting for her. The worry on
his face was clear, even with his three-quarter mask.


            “I
was getting ready to come look for you. I was getting worried. Did you find
anyone?”


            “Yes.”
She gave a quick nod and pointed to the side of the building. “They’re below.”
She breathed in the night air, and a fit of coughing overtook her.


            Slone
grabbed her hand. “Come on. The smoke’s getting too thick up here.”


            She
let him lift her into the air, and together they descended to the street where
Chief McNutt met them.


            “We’ve
checked every apartment on the top floor,” Slone told him.


            “Thanks.
We appreciate your help,” the fire chief said.


            Another
coughing fit overcame Embrie. The force of her
expulsions made the nearby firetrucks rock on their wheels, and knocked two
firefighters off their feet. 


            “Sorry,”
she apologized in a raspy voice. She cleared her throat, but it remained raspy.


            An
EMS tech walked up to them, a paper cup in each hand. “Here. This’ll help
somewhat.”


            The
cold water felt wonderful going down. She handed the cup back with her thanks
and perused the area. 


            “Is
there anything else we can help you with?” Slone queried. Like her, he’d
noticed the fire department appeared to have the upper hand on this burn. They
shouldn’t need Falcon and Hawk for anything more.


            The
fire chief shook his head. “I think we got this. Thanks again for your help.”


            “Anytime.”
Slone gave him a three-fingered salute as he lifted into the sky. 


Embrie launched herself skyward, eager to clear her lungs
of the last of the smoke. They continued upward until they could see Central
Park. Pausing in mid-air, she drew in deep breaths.


Slone whacked
her on the back. “That fire got to you. What’s the matter? Are you feeling
okay? You sound like you’re trying to come down with something.”


“I’ll be fine,”
she insisted. “Let’s take a trip around the park before we go home. Give me a
chance to—” She didn’t get the opportunity to finish her sentence when the
burner phone went off again. Embrie groaned loudly as
Slone chuckled and pulled the cell from his pocket.


“Falcon. Where?
All right. We’ll be there in a few,” he informed the caller.


“Guess there’s
no rest for the weary.” Embrie gave him a tired
smile.


Slone leaned in
to give her a quick kiss. “Come on. Two semis had a head-on on the two
ninety-five and overturned. There’s
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