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	Blyat - Shit (exclamation)

	Bolshoe spasibo - Thank you very much

	Bozhe moi - My God (interjection)

	Dasvidania - Goodbye (formal)
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	Proschaite - Farewell to you
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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	Jonas trained his entire life to live as a silhouette among the shadows. Forgettable by design, his presence was neither seen nor unseen.

	A blanket of steam crept through the midnight streets of downtown Seattle. Residents tromped along the wet sidewalks, adding a ceaseless patter to the bustle. A nameless face ducked into a secluded alley and paused to rest against a brick wall. His hooded gaze scanned the narrow passage, unveiling a tangled web of rusted metal. Floodlights painted grim shadows across unmarked doors. A lone rat scurried across the cobblestone and disappeared into a drainpipe.

	Jonas glanced up to a sliver of sky between the towers. A single star blinked and vanished behind a bank of rolling clouds. He sighed and closed his eyes, allowing drops of chilled water to kiss his cheeks. The dead air offered a necessary solace. His mind retreated from the city, from the public, from himself. The drums of commerce faded into the background, and for a time, the night stirred as any other.

	The shrill sirens of police cruisers hooked his attention. Beams of red light punched through the evening mist as they raced to the unfolding scene. Screams echoed from afar. Pedestrian traffic swelled into a raging river of bodies. Several broke from the mob and sprinted down the alley.

	Jonas hugged the wall as he peered around the corner. The mission demanded that he blend into the chaos, but a gnawing suspicion held his gaze to the swirling beams in the distance.

	No, impossible.

	He emerged from the alley and fought through the fleeing horde. A barrage of stiff shoulders and flailing arms forced him to abandon the sidewalk. He leapt over a bench and landed in the street, where the hum of abandoned vehicles dampened the shrieks of hysteria. A surge of adrenaline pushed him towards the uproar. His legs reached full stride, dodging nothing but the stragglers.

	One more block, almost there.

	He spotted a woman lying in the street, trampled by the frenzy. She sobbed while clutching her leg. Jonas rushed over, dropped to a knee, and cradled her shoulder.

	“I’m here, I got you.”

	“M—my leg. I can’t move.” Her trembling hands parted to reveal a snapped shinbone pushing against the skin.

	“Okay, listen. We need to get you out of the street.”

	A frightened nod responded.

	Jonas slid his arms beneath her back and knees, drawing a whimper of pain. “Here we go. Deep breath.” Her fingernails dug into his back as he lifted her from the pavement. He turned for the sidewalk, but then a peculiar odor locked his feet to the ground.

	The char of true death.

	His gaze turned to a nearby intersection where five police officers had surrounded a sixth. Their sleek uniforms and glossy helmets reflected the random flashes of squad cars.

	“Get back, you leeches! Back!” the cornered officer said.

	The familiar voice burrowed into Jonas’s ears. The harsh impact of recognition emptied his lungs. Screams faded into the abyss as the world shrank around him.

	Mara.

	“Stay away from me!” she said, holding an armed flare overhead. She clutched a rod pistol with the other hand, its black barrel trading aim between the officers.

	“Stand down and drop your weapons,” the commanding officer said. “That’s an order.”

	Jonas blinked out of his trance and carried the injured woman to safety behind the nearest parked car. He lowered her to the pavement and leaned her back against the trunk.

	“We’ll be okay here, just stay still.”

	She grasped his hand and nodded. “Spasibo.”

	Jonas peeked over the trunk to rejoin the scene.

	A thin cloud of dust swirled around the intersection. Stun batons crackled with static in the shaking hands of the surrounding officers. Ash spilled from Mara’s uniform with every nervous twitch.

	Back down. Please, Mara. Just back down.

	“Get the hell away from me! I mean it!” Her combative stance hardened as the officers inched closer.

	“There is no need for violence,” the commander said, his voice stern yet guarded. “Cooperate and we won’t hurt you. I repeat, stand down and drop your weapons.”

	Mara shivered with panic, her frantic gaze searching for outs. As the officers closed in, a sudden placidity infected her body. She stood upright, then lowered her arms and dropped her weapons. The sharp clanks of metal hitting concrete echoed in the street.

	“Now remove your helmet.”

	She stood motionless.

	Please, Mara. Just do what they say.

	Mara reached up with a wary hand and unlatched the helmet. She lifted it overhead with a cold and steady calm, exposing hostile green eyes and a mess of cropped black hair. She lowered the helmet to her thigh and dropped it to the street. It bounced a few times and rolled to a rest against the curb.

	“Now put your hands on your head and turn around.”

	She hesitated, sending sour glances to each officer.

	The commander raised his baton. “I repeat, hands on your head and turn around. I will not ask again.”

	With a measured restraint, she locked her hands behind her head and rotated to her back.

	The commander holstered his baton and withdrew a pair of titanium handcuffs. As he inched forward and reached for her wrist, she clamped onto his forearm and spun beneath him, twisting his flesh. He yelped with pain, then emptied his lungs when she buried a knee into his stomach. The commander fell to his knees and gasped for air as Mara swung around with a devastating kick to the chin, knocking his helmet clean off. It bounced along the pavement as he tumbled backwards into the curb. With grace and momentum, Mara scooped the flare from the street and spun to face him.

	A cold stillness infected the scene.

	The armed flare hummed inside Mara’s grip, its deep purple glow tracing a lifetime of fear and anger. The other officers stood petrified, powerless to intervene.

	Jonas’s heart sank. Please, Mara. Don’t do it. Don’t do it.

	A devious smirk crept across her face. Her vicious gaze bore into the exposed commander, like a predator looming over cornered prey. She savored the dread, drinking his pleas for mercy like a fine brandy. Her eyelids fell as she squeezed the trigger.

	“No!” He crossed his arms over his face.

	The surrounding officers spun away and shielded their eyes as a burst of blinding light filled the night. A horrified scream morphed into the crackle of erupting flame and ended with the sizzle of dissolution. The light vanished, allowing frightened eyes to rejoin the scene. Mara, her black hair powdered in ash, stood over a charred and empty uniform. Her apathetic stare caught the eyes of the remaining officers, now wide in disbelief.

	“Fuck me,” an officer said. “She’s ... she’s a transient.”

	Sirens roared in the distance. Mara abandoned the face-off and sprinted down the street towards Jonas. Moments later, a sharp pop rang from the intersection, thrusting her body forward with a violent surge. She thumped onto the pavement across from Jonas, sending her flare baton dancing down the road. A six-inch steel rod protruded from the back of her neck. She tried to crawl forward, digging her nails into the asphalt. Blood poured into the street. Gasps turned to gurgles. Her eyes screamed with pain. After a final desperate push, her body collapsed onto the concrete. She met Jonas’s terrified face as he cowered behind a car. A quivering smile greeted him in a brief moment of familiar comfort.

	“I ... I’m sorry,” she said.

	Her broken body yearned for relief. Her eyes pleaded for warmth in the shadows. Jonas fought a potent urge to cradle her, to shun duty and meet their ends together.

	“Rrr ... rrru ... run,” she said. “Ru ... run.”

	Her tortured gaze fell to nothing as the last breath escaped her lungs. The remaining officers approached the body with batons outstretched. One knelt beside her, holding the smoking rod pistol that he used to end her life. He removed his glove and pressed a bare finger to her blood-soaked neck.

	“She’s dead.”

	Helmets unlatched and lifted over frightened faces. They gawked at the body under a blanket of stunned silence. Soft whimpers caught the kneeling officer’s attention. He turned to find an injured woman and a horrified Jonas huddled behind a nearby car.

	“Are you okay, sir?”

	Hollow words echoed in Jonas’s ears.

	“Sir?” the officer said with a firmer tone.

	The sharp voice penetrated Jonas’s mental fog, snapping his gaze to the approaching officer. Maintain image. “I ... I’m okay.” He wiped away some tears, trying to play the shocked bystander. “This lady has a broken leg. She needs help.”

	The officer motioned for a team of arriving medics, who hurried over to treat her wounds.

	The woman’s face swelled with relief. “Spasibo, sir,” she said to Jonas. “Bolshoe spasibo.”

	He nodded his condolence, then climbed to his feet and swiped some dirt from his clothes. Calm yourself. Maintain image. “I um—” He stuttered for effect, then returned his gaze to the officer. “I thought they were gone. Where did she come from?”

	“Don’t know yet.” The officer released a heavy sigh. “She did a lot of damage, though. Many lives were lost tonight. Be thankful you weren’t one of them.”

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	“You guess?”

	“I mean, I am, I guess.” Jonas tried to appear disoriented.

	“Are you sure you’re okay, sir?”

	“Yes, I’m fine. Just trying to come down is all.”

	Another officer knelt beside the body and flipped the corner of Mara’s jacket, revealing the silver seal of NExUS. The officers traded gasps and bewildered glances. Jonas tried to eavesdrop on the resulting murmurs.

	“That was a very brave thing you did,” the officer said as medics carried the woman away.

	Jonas responded with a polite nod.

	“Do you require any medical assistance?”

	“No, I’m fine. Spasibo.”

	“Very well, then.” The officer plucked a contact card from his pocket and handed it to Jonas. “Do not hesitate to call the station if you need anything. You can ask for me directly. Detective Scholes, it’s right there on the card.”

	“I will.” Jonas slipped the card into his pocket.

	“And before you leave, I would like to get your scan as a secondary witness. It’s just a formality, in case we need to recall you for a statement.”

	“Sure, happy to help.” Calm yourself. Maintain image.

	The officer unclipped a scan plate from his belt and tapped the surface, cueing the warm yellow glow of a government interface. He readied the device and presented it to Jonas, who pressed a thumb to the surface. The plate pinged with confirmation and filled the screen with citizen data. Jonas recalled the same ping from rations earlier that evening. The officer lifted the plate for a closer look.

	“Spasibo, Mr. Cahill.”

	“Pazhalusta. Will there be anything else?”

	“Not at this time. I would advise you to return home and get some rest. I’m sure that NExUS will air a full report soon.”

	“Yes sir.”

	The officer turned away and rejoined the scene. A swarm of government agents had clogged the streets. Jonas caught Mara’s haunting eyes as a black tarp enveloped her body, shutting them forever. The officer’s words replayed in his mind.

	Full report soon. Need to get home. Prep to bail.

	He backed away, then spun onto the sidewalk and pressed for home. His pace was fast enough to save precious seconds, but slow enough to avoid suspicion. The streets were thick with fevered conversation. Jonas latched onto buzzwords as he weaved through the pedestrian traffic.

	Transient. Attack. Murder.

	A rush of paranoia reduced his thoughts to the basics.

	Soft steps. Don’t look nervous. Maintain image.

	Several blocks later, he arrived at the entrance of his apartment building and paused to calm his nerves. A constant flow of flustered residents held the doors open. Using them as cover, he bowed his head and slipped inside with a mind towards the elevators.

	“Mr. Jonas,” said a voice from the concierge desk.

	His lips clenched in frustration. Goddamnit. He forced a smile and turned for the desk. Maintain image. “Doc, how’s it going?”

	“Been a crazy evening,” Doc said with a deflated tone. For once, his dark skin and bright attire had lost their pleasant contrast. “Did you hear the news? They found one alive, first one in a century.”

	“Yeah, I was there. Saw the whole thing.” Jonas flashed the officer’s contact card.

	Doc gasped. “Oh my goodness, you could have been killed.”

	“Yeah, it was, um ... intense. Got lucky, I guess.” Stop shaking.

	“I can’t believe they’re still around.”

	“I know.” Jonas shook his head and paused for weight.

	“Think there will be another attack?”

	“No idea. The officers seemed fairly rattled, didn’t get much out of them.”

	“Hmm. I imagine this shocked them out of complacency.”

	“Us too.” No time for this. “Not to be rude, Doc, but I’d like to see what NExUS has to say about it.”

	“Oh yes, by all means. My apologies for the delay and I hope you have a pleasant evening.”

	“Spasibo.” 

	“I’m glad you’re okay.”

	Jonas nodded his gratitude, then turned away and melded into a restless crowd in front of the elevators.

	A shared agenda emptied the streets as citizens retreated to the safety of their homes. The elevator car bulged with eager residents, stopping every few levels. Chatter dissolved with each break in motion. Beads of sweat rolled down Jonas’s face, but distracted passengers failed to notice. The peripheral glows of mobile devices caught his glances as they streamed the latest reports. He began to question the wisdom of living so far underground.

	Come on, come on.

	The control panel counted through the levels.

	51, 52, almost there.

	The floor pushed on his heels and the elevator chimed with arrival, stopping the counter at 54. He nodded to the remaining passengers and stepped through the sliding doors.

	A casual walk turned into a full sprint when the doors closed behind him. Jonas skidded to a halt in front of his apartment door and rammed his thumb to the scan plate, cueing a ping of confirmation. The door unlocked and he burst inside, flinging the pane into a wall stop. It bounced back and slammed shut, causing him to blurt out a louder than usual “News.” A floral painting on the living room wall flickered and replaced itself with a streaming report of the incident. With time working against him, he split his focus between the report and prep.

	He fumbled through drawers and cabinets, nooks and cubbies, and hiding place he could think of. Blyat, where did I put it? Blurred memories clogged his mind as he struggled to recall the last time he held his flare. Think, dammit. A faded image revealed itself, prompting a rush to the bedroom closet. He fell to his knees and reached into an old shoe, retrieving a small black pouch. With a steady hand, he unfolded the wrap to reveal the cylindrical device. Eight inches, rubber grip, clutch trigger, clear polycarbonate. He studied the weapon with the nervous apprehension of a child holding a gun.

	Hmm, much heavier than I remembered.

	Rising to his feet, he grabbed his backpack from a coat hook and slipped the flare into a side pouch. He gathered a stack of journals from an overhead cubby and dropped them into the main compartment. A few random garments served as cover. He patted his jacket pocket to confirm his phone.

	That’s everyth—shit, my blue pills.

	He raced to the bathroom and plucked a small orange vial from the counter. A quick shake verified the contents before tossing it into the backpack. He slung the bag over his shoulder and hurried back to the living room.

	“Volume up three,” he said.

	The sound bar added three notches as a suited reporter reviewed notes from behind a glass desk. His face wore a palpable sorrow that he made no effort to hide. After a heavy breath, he lifted his eyes to the viewership to resume the address.

	“Recapping breaking news, a transient was discovered in the streets of downtown Seattle this evening. She took the lives of numerous citizens, including a police officer before she was shot and killed. Initial estimates count the dead at ... 80 to 85.” The reporter paused to digest the figures. “We know that this is a difficult time for everyone and we ask that you remain calm. It is still too early to determine whether this was an isolated incident. NExUS is declining to comment at this time, but said to expect a full statement within the hour. In the meantime, we do recommend that all citizens stay inside their homes and off the streets.”

	Calm down. Control your breathing. You have time. Relax.

	A sudden knock at the door snapped his concentration. His eyes locked onto the entrance as a chill swept over his body.

	Blyat! How did they find me so fast?

	Years of unused training pumped through his veins. He snatched the flare from his backpack and entered the arming code. The resulting hum startled him, as if seeing it for the first time. Another string of knocks echoed through the living room. His heart yearned to escape his chest, thumping with raw desperation.

	Control yourself. You trained for this. React to the moment. Ignore your gut. Steady voice, clean tone. “Who is it?”

	“Genghis Khan,” said a muffled voice. “Who do you think? Big news, man. Open up.”

	Relief swept over his body, allowing his chest to deflate. “Oh, hey, give me a second.” Jonas raced into the bedroom, dropped the backpack, and kicked it under the bed. Hurried hands disarmed the flare and tucked it under the mattress. He rushed back to the living room, regained some composure, then opened the door to a dapper man with styled hair and a snazzy suit. “Sorry about that, was in the middle of something.”

	Doren waved off the apology. He patted Jonas’s cheek and moseyed into the apartment like a nosy landlord. “No worries. I tried to send you a message, but the coms are on lockdown.” He gestured to the news feed. “Looks like you already found out.”

	“First hand, actually. I was there.”

	“What? You’re shitting me.”

	“Wish I was.”

	“What happened?”

	“I was on my way home when it escalated. Got tangled up, saw the squad cars and everything. I haven’t been back very long.”

	“Dude, that’s insane.”

	“I was far enough away, thank goodness. I just started running with the crowd.”

	“Did you see her?”

	Mara’s lifeless eyes infected his mind. “No, just ran back here.”

	“Hence the whore-in-church sweating.”

	“Heh, yeah.” Jonas chuckled and wiped his forehead.

	“You mind if I check out the report?”

	“Sure, I was about to do the same.”

	“Sorry to invade your apartment so abruptly, this was the closest place I knew. I wasn’t about to trek across town with everyone panicking in the streets.”

	“Not a problem, you know you’re always welcome. My beer is your beer.”

	“Damn right, you want one?”

	No, need to focus. “Yeah, I could use one.”

	Doren made his way to the kitchen as Jonas took a seat on the living room couch. Conflicting realms rattled inside his head. He lifted his shirt and dabbed the sweat from his face. With Doren present, Jonas could only wait for the NExUS report and hope for a merciful outcome. He eyed the bedroom and wondered how long it would take to rearm the flare when agents smashed through the front door. Doren emerged from the kitchen with two frosty bottles and settled onto the couch beside him.

	“Breakfast is served,” Doren said, handing one over.

	“Oh, spasibo.” Jonas grasped the cold bottle.

	“Pazhalusta.”

	Just drink your beer and watch the report, like any normal eternal.

	They stared at the screen with silent anticipation as the reporter recycled his limited information. Several harrowing minutes passed, marked by nervous swigs and huffs of stupefaction. Jonas descended into a mental hellscape before jolting back to vigilance with the alert of breaking news.

	“This just in,” the reporter said. “We now to go live to Moscow for an official address from NExUS.”

	“Finally,” Doren said and scooted to the edge of the couch.

	Jonas balled his fists to stop fidgeting. Calm yourself, dammit. 

	The alert banner faded into an empty podium. The silver seal of NExUS clung to its front, bold and prominent. It stood in front of a dark blue backdrop flanked by the four faction flags. Dozens of media heads murmured at the bottom of the screen. A restive silence snared the room as a tall woman in a tailored suit stepped onto the stage and settled behind the podium. Her shoulder-length hair fell across her face as she glanced at some notes. She cleared her throat, brushed the hair aside, then raised an assured gaze to the camera.

	Jonas struggled to control his mounting nausea.

	“Attention, all citizens,” she said with an iron voice. “As many of you are aware, a transient was recently discovered in the streets of Seattle, Washington. She was carrying two pieces of illegal weaponry, which she used to take the lives of approximately 85 citizens. Police officers cornered her in the street, but she resisted capture and took the life of an officer before she was shot and killed.

	“After a thorough examination of the body, we have determined with a high probability that this was an isolated incident. She did have a registered thumbprint, but we found no uncommon usage or meaningful connections. She possessed no other forms of identification. We found no evidence to suggest that she was part of a group. This was a rogue individual, likely a remnant. It has yet to be determined what her motives were for being in the city. We can only speculate that it was a desperate means of survival.

	“NExUS has stated on numerous occasions that the transient element has long been eradicated. In light of recent events, this claim is no longer valid. However, we remain confident that any significant threat has been contained. This is not a time to panic or engage in irrational behavior. There are no plans to enact a curfew or deploy the Armed Forces. We encourage all citizens to continue their lives as normal. We will continue to investigate this tragic event and will provide additional information as it develops.

	That is all for now.”

	Reporters erupted in unanswered questions as the agent stepped away from the podium.

	Jonas closed his eyes and exhaled a long, fluttering sigh.

	“I second that,” Doren said.

	Shit, forgot he was even in the room.

	“Well, that’s enough excitement for one day.” Doren tossed back a final swig and rose to leave. “I should get home in case they decide to run sweeps. Hopefully the trams are running.”

	“I’m sure they are.” Jonas stood from the couch to bid Doren a proper farewell. “Be safe, and ping me when you get home so I know you made it.”

	“Will do. Paka.”

	“Dasvidania.”

	Doren slipped into the hallway, waved goodbye, and closed the door behind him. Jonas gazed through the peephole as Doren moseyed towards the elevators. With one swift motion, he latched the door shut and spun to his back. A brief solace emptied his lungs and hunched his shoulders. He did hope that Doren made it home safe, a strange concern given the circumstance. In light of an overwhelming panic, the simple regard for a friend managed to breach the surface. It was a much-needed moment of normalcy.

	Jonas raced back to the bedroom and dropped to his knees to fetch the backpack. He tossed it onto the bed, retrieved the flare from the mattress, and rearmed it with the deftness of a soldier. Purple tendrils crawled up his arm as he paced around the room, troubled by the growing silence in the building.

	A mounting panic attack boiled inside his chest, forcing him to close his eyes and regain control of his mental domain. After a bout of rumination, he opened his eyes to a black leather chair resting in the corner of the room. Aside from the occasional jacket toss, the chair and its matching ottoman enjoyed little use. He remembered the day he found it in a local showroom, polished and new, a great reading chair for idle evenings. Up until that moment, he never realized just how much time he wasted on the living room couch. But on this day, the couch sat too close to the entrance and he needed every second. He mustered a smile knowing that his dusty chair would fulfill its long-neglected purpose.

	He sank into the soft cushions and sighed with exhaustion. The frame hugged his battered body like a doting mother. As he stared at the stumpy ottoman, a distant memory pieced itself together. Mara sat atop it while lacing up her knee-high boots. A silk scarf obscured her alluring smile. She grabbed her jacket from the chair and sauntered over to the bed to say goodbye. He remembered every detail; her gentle voice, the warmth of her skin, the softness of her lips, the anguish on her face as blood filled cracks in the pavement.

	His eyes welled with tears.

	A loud chime startled him to attention. He leapt to his feet with flare in hand before recognizing the tone of a new message.

	“Finally,” he said while fumbling for his phone.

	[Doren] Made it home. Roads open, tubes clear, no sweeps.

	“Oh yeah, Doren. Trams are running. Good sign.”

	[Jonas] Glad you made it, appreciate the update.

	He sighed and fell back into the chair.

	Reporters murmured in the background, something about a charity drive.

	“Another good sign. Hysteria fading.”

	Jonas glanced into the living room and eyed the door from afar. His conscience battled down the hallway, blasting the flare with every surge. Clouds of ash choked the air. Stun batons crackled through the haze. As he reached for the stairwell door, another chime yanked him back to reality. He lifted the phone.

	[Anonymous] ctufn

	The device clattered onto the floor.

	His hands trembled as his horrified mind translated the message: communications terminated until further notice.

	
	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	Jonas awoke inside the blackness of an urban cave. With sight out of play, his other senses pieced together the familiar surroundings; the silkiness of bed sheets, the musky aroma of dirty clothes, the gentle hum of water pipes in the walls. He reached over to the nightstand in search of a lamp base, then walked his fingers up to a naked red bulb. A few taps sent hollow clanks into the darkness. With no spares to account for, he sighed knowing that a cherished day off had soured with a venture into the city.

	So much for a lazy evening.

	“Lights,” he said with a touch of annoyance.

	The room filled with a blinding glare, forcing an arm overhead to shield his eyes.

	“Bah! Quarter light! Quarter light!”

	The ceiling panels dimmed as requested.

	Jonas thumped his arm on the bed, sending a wave of irritation through the sheets. He understood the necessity of absolute darkness to the eternals, but never grew accustomed to it. Sleeping with a red bulb allowed him to maintain image while resting with a watchful eye.

	He rose from the bed and paused for a moment of calculation.

	Eleven months and nine days.

	Mara had lived like a ghost inside a tiny apartment with very few possessions. Her vigilance withstood the aftermath of her highly publicized death. With no funeral to remember, no gravesite to visit, no memorial to reflect upon, Jonas could only acknowledge her sacrifice with a simple computation, a token of appreciation that kept her memory alive.

	The cold concrete needled his bare feet as he stumbled towards the bathroom. His toes caught the corner of a dresser, prompting a yelp of pain and some mumbled curses. He limped through the remaining steps and tapped a control panel beside the door. A burst of light drew a wince of discomfort. He adjusted the glow to a merciful level and groaned to salute the fabulous start to the evening.

	Jonas assumed that his waking routine was much like theirs. That same face in the mirror day after day, at least he hoped so. He needed to maintain the illusion. After five years of service, Jonas still passed as a mark 17. Humans often debated the ideal age for assimilation. A range of 16 to 21 seemed to balance a mixture of social and professional activity, making it easier to blend. In addition, younger marks tended to open more doors. Jonas began his annual abeyance treatment at the age of 17, hence his mark. The injections were quick and painless, with an hour or two of post-observation. The quick turnaround time allowed transients to complete the procedure during the day while everyone else slept.

	Jonas examined his face in the mirror, twisting from side to side. A few minor blemishes drew shadows along his cheeks, acne the likely culprit. The deadline for abeyance was fast approaching, but coms had remained frozen since Mara’s death.

	Yet another thing to worry about. “Eight, nine, four, three.”

	The mirror pinged and slid aside, revealing a crowded medicine cabinet full of health products that he never used. He plucked a canister of vitamins from a mess of sleeping aids and regen boosters. A quick twist detached the false bottom and dumped a small orange vial into his hand. He lifted it to the light and studied a modest cache of tiny blue pills.

	A month, maybe two if I lay low during off days. Hector has to know that I’m low. 

	He popped the lid, shook one into his hand, and tossed it down his gullet before returning the vial to its hiding place.

	“Close.” 

	The mirror pinged and slid shut.

	“Summary.”

	The mirror pinged and displayed a small panel of data. “21:14, Monday, April 27th, 442 EA, 62 degrees, mostly clear, 10% chance of light precipitation,” it said with a breathy feminine voice.

	He nodded with approval. At least it’s a pleasant evening.

	Jonas exited the bathroom and shuffled into the bedroom closet. Opting for casual comfort, he slipped into a pair of jeans, a hooded shirt, a light jacket, and his favorite boots. He swiped his phone from the nightstand and strolled to the front door. The lights faded with a stern command and he closed the door behind him.

	He proceeded down the hallway towards the elevators. The interior featured flowing waves of blue and orange, which always managed to lift his spirits. An obvious application of emotional science, but one he never minded. As he passed a neighbor’s door, the aroma of sandalwood incense tickled his nose.

	Hmm, new brand.

	Jonas moseyed to a stop at the elevator doors and greeted his warped reflection in the brushed metal. He tapped the up arrow, then closed his eyes and rolled his shoulders to reset the irksome start to the evening. After a short wait, a ding of arrival lifted his eyelids. He stepped inside and began his journey to the surface.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Jonas was named for the hapless prophet swallowed by a whale, a fact that remained secret. He claimed to derive his namesake from General Jonas Franklin Hetfield, the legendary war hero who fought in the Great Onslaught of 2048 AD. Hetfield defended Fort Bragg, the last human stronghold. As a massive wave of enemy combatants flooded the refuge, he bellowed his famous battle cry, “Nobody lives forever! Not us, not them!” He died defending the fort. Most historians cite his death as the official end of the war.

	His surviving platoons were given the opportunity to convert after their crushing defeat. Those who did preferred to live their lives in hiding, some out of fear, and others out of shame. Many perished to suicide or starvation, unable to cope with their new realities. Few survived the tumultuous period before NExUS established a governing structure. For those who did, assimilation into revived cities offered little comfort. Some of his troops still walked the streets and they carried that history like a noose around their necks. Their post-traumatic stress and self-inflicted pariah status earned them the nickname Hetfield Zombies.

	The eternal civilization knew Jonas as Jonas Sevastyan Cahill, a hollow yet necessary formality. For most of his life, Jonas responded to his first and only name. Survivor colonies decided to forgo family names. With so few left, they served no purpose.

	Jonas lived at Metro Caverns, a dime mine complex in the heart of downtown Seattle. In response to post-war homelessness, NExUS offered massive tax breaks for innovative housing programs. Mining and construction guilds united to develop subterranean apartments, touted as cozy yet affordable living. Under the initiative, miners received tax-free material while builders eliminated the cost of excavation, hence the “dime mine” slang. The strategy proved so advantageous that mining companies could make a sizeable profit by selling only the excavated dirt.

	 

	[Recon: Jonas, 03.30.2572 AD, 436 EA]

	[Subject: First Day]

	 

	I made it. This is my first day alone with the enemy, which also means that this is my first journal entry, as required. My mentor and I parted ways and here I am, safe and secure inside my own apartment. I do not have any useful info, nor do I have any insights based on my transition. I know this entry is more of an exercise to instill the habit, but I just don’t know what to say. I am still frightened, I guess, but in a meaningful way. I feel purposeful, eager even. I can sense my courage building.

	My apartment is optimal. I have 800 square feet with two small bedrooms, one bathroom, and a modest den. Nothing garish, as required. But compared to the caves, it feels luxurious. She managed to place me at level 54 of a 65-level complex. It was a lucky acquisition and I am grateful. The warmer temperatures will be a blessing.

	Please do not mistake my rambles for admiration. I’m just trying to put my mental fog into words. I remain disheartened by this culture of exclusion. We should be the ones walking the streets, crafting the goods, painting the walls. I apologize if my tone reads as erratic. Learning is always welcome, even in a place like this.

	Furnishings are quaint and simplistic. The bland furniture looks stolen from a hospital room. I have a few lamps with reliable output, good for writing. I have a comfortable bed, basic couch, sturdy table, and a few wooden shelves. The yellow paint reminds me of a rising sun. It will serve as a good reminder. A tattered rug stretches across the living room. It feels nice underfoot.

	To be honest, the apartment still feels empty, soulless in a way. I know that the enemy places little emotional value on trinkets, but this is jarring to see in person. Their concepts of interior design focus on function above all else. A cluttered home reveals a cluttered mind, or so they say. They think that a glut of possessions is a weakness, the hallmark of an unstable life without vision or purpose.

	But I have purpose. I have vision. I see us in the town square. All of us, dancing on the ashes of the enemy.

	 

	[End Recon]

	 

	At the turn of the 26th century, dime mines accounted for 85% of all urban dwellings. The remaining units were custom builds, everything from surface homes to earth shelters. Their investment value was rarely tenable, as they needed to satisfy a smorgasbord of costly regulations. Most citizens, even the wealthy, preferred the low-hassle option of dime mines.

	The bottom levels rented at higher rates, as their value far outweighed their cost. When dime mines first emerged, they rented for dirt cheap due to flooding risks and poor evacuation planning. Storm surges could cripple elevator shafts and submerge the lower floors. In one rare occurrence, an underground river system eroded the interior walls and burst into the complex, destroying most of the structure. In the worst instance by far, every complex along the eastern seaboard of Australia filled with seawater after a devastating tsunami hit the coast. The enormous repair cost plunged the territory into a decades-long depression.

	In response to these events, NExUS implemented a slew of safety measures that eliminated the threat of flooding. Modern structures needed to pass infiltration tests, conduct regular drills, and maintain a pumpable reservoir at the base. Clever managers revamped the space into social hotspots with stores, pubs, and recreation. As a result, the lower levels became more popular, ergo more expensive. A culture of convenience arose where many locals withdrew from public view and rarely saw the surface.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	Jonas always enjoyed the ride up to the surface level. Architects had designed the elevator shaft as a crescent tunnel of natural stone that extended from base to lobby. Six clear tubes adhered to the internal structure, treating passengers to a sweeping canvas of ancient rock and sediment. As an amusing gimmick, they installed a second counter that displayed the corresponding point in time. Jonas’s level dated back 300 million years, a humbling visual from the confines of modern living.

	During excavation, diggers unearthed a large cache of dinosaur fossils. Construction ceased for several months due to strict policies on archaeological discovery. Any significant find required study and removal by government scientists. Builders complied and delayed the grand opening, a minor setback in lieu of severe repercussions. A few unscrupulous mining firms were caught destroying fossils in order to meet their excavation deadlines. NExUS shut them down, dissolved the companies, and threw their executive staffs into prison. The eternal society regarded scientific discovery as the utmost of importance, something to protect under the full weight of the law.

	The excavation of Metro Caverns netted over a dozen complete fossils, as commemorated by a series of bronze plaques in the lobby. The Seattle Museum of Natural History obtained several of the uncommon specimens, while The Moscow Institute of Natural Sciences (MINS) acquired the majority for further study. In a stroke of good luck, Metro Caverns negotiated the ownership of one common fossil, a Rubeosaurus displayed with pride in the foyer. Residents referred to the dino as Spike, due to a long horn protruding from the top of his skull. He became a popular local attraction, often posing for pictures and donning seasonal decor.

	Jonas suppressed a shiver as the elevator neared the surface. The rapid decline in temperature hastened the effect of his little blue pill. It served as a sensory inhibitor, molding skin to the external climate while maintaining a core temperature. The effect lasted for 12 hours, allowing for safe passage through the night.

	A ping of arrival concluded the ascent. Jonas stepped into a lustrous lobby that continued to marvel him after years as a tenant. The enormous round room was as white as powdered snow. Giant panes of glass encircled the space, offering stunning views of Seattle’s bustling downtown. Residents often gathered as the day shutters raised, gifting them a fleeting view of the fading sunset.

	Thick beams divided the panes and supported several floors of business units above. The lobby reveled in geometric accuracy with all features and furnishings resting in perpendicular patterns. Spike guarded the entrance head-on, standing tall and menacing behind a roped perimeter. Slender benches funneled foot traffic to the elevator shafts. Sheets of clouded glass formed rows of leasing offices. A chic waiting lounge flanked the entry and housed an impressive collection of modern art.

	The ownership sank loads of time and money into the lobby design, creating a unique and memorable statement. However, all paled in comparison to the ceiling, the crown jewel of artistic contribution. A renowned sculptor covered the entire surface with flat acrylic discs of various shapes and sizes, each offset from the other like a jumbled mess of lily pads. They cycled through an assortment of backlit hues. Dazzling greens, cooling blues, warming reds, a hypnotic light show that captivated visitors.

	A round concierge desk sat at the center of the lobby, acting as a prominent wheel hub. Its glossy surface emitted the swanky vibe of a retro bar, and tending said bar was everyone’s favorite doorman. His signature attire consisted of a sleek suit, bold shirt, and the loudest tie imaginable. Jonas smiled as he approached.

	“Dobry vecher, Doc,” he said.

	“And to you as well, Mr. Jonas,” Doc said, adding a toothy smile. “Anything fun planned for the evening?”

	“Not really, just heading out for a quick errand. I was hoping to enjoy a quiet night in, but now I’m off to Doren’s.”

	“Ah, and how is good Mr. Doren? Staying out of trouble?”

	“I’m not sure that’s possible. I bet he’s leading a parade through midtown as we speak.”

	“And neither one of us would be surprised.”

	They shared a chuckle.

	“So what’s new in your world, Doc?”

	“Oh, y’know, this n’ that. Nothing that would interest a youngster like you.”

	“Youngster? You’ve only got me by a few decades, old man.”

	Doc smirked, then waved Jonas away like a porch pest. “Go on, get out there and have some fun. Pass my regards to Mr. Doren.”

	“Will do.” Jonas knocked the desk and turned for the exit.

	Doc infected everyone with an unshakable cheer. He had worked as a pediatrician before the war, hence the nickname. The children adored his peppy persona and he longed to rekindle that connection. But alas, eternals below a mark 13 seldom interacted with the public. Their rare and youthful image relegated them to glamorous capitals and tropical island chains. And even if he did meet one, their innocence had died a long time ago.

	As a mark 52, Doc had a dapper yet weathered look that reminded Jonas of his own father. And to a lesser extent, his own mortality. But Doc was 602 years old, the oldest eternal he knew.

	
	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	NExUS designated a range of safe hours for every city, allowing eternals to roam the surface without the risk of UV exposure. Times varied depending on sunset and sunrise, with typical ranges providing a half-hour buffer between them. Locals often crowded the exit points, hoping to gain jumpstarts on their evenings. When the safety chimes sounded, all gates unlocked and countless eternals poured into the streets. A dozen hours went by fast, so they made the most of their short time in the city. The chimes sounded again one hour before sunrise and pinged every 15 minutes until lockdown. For those running late, every block provided access to the city underground, a vast network of transit tunnels that remained open throughout the day.

	As the eternals constructed their post-war civilization, many cities abandoned surface activity for a perennial underground presence. While profitable in the short term, their citizens started to suffer the psychological effects of a 24-hour work cycle. In response, NExUS mandated that all companies conduct their business on the surface, with very few exceptions. The restriction shrank workdays to a comfortable load. After a few short years, cities across the globe revitalized their neglected surfaces into bustling districts of corporate and leisure activity.

	Residents tackled their surface outings with a notable ferocity, regardless of task or destination. Many commuted to work while others embarked for casual haunts like social clubs and feeding parlors. Several emerged for simple errands, like Jonas, who needed a new red bulb. That, along with rations, encompassed his entire evening. In a matter of minutes, the silent city had transformed into a vibrant metropolis. Doc always compared nightfall to New York City before the war. “Take this 10-hour fiasco,” he said, “and extend it 24 hours a day, nonstop, year-round. That was old NYC. They called it ‘the city that never sleeps,’ and that was no exaggeration.”

	 

	[Recon: Jonas, 04.13.2572 AD, 436 EA]

	[Subject: Two Weeks]

	 

	Today is my two-week anniversary.

	My new life as an authorized transient is still plagued by fear and self-doubt. I thought that I was prepared for the psychological transition, but I feel more anxious now than I did on the first day. I guess the novelty factor, for lack of a better phrase, had contributed to a blissful ignorance. But now the weight of the mission has fully descended, and I’m a fucking wreck. (I apologize for the coarse language. I know it’s against the rules, but in this case, I needed to convey an emotional punch.)

	A big part of this is an inability to sleep. I acquired some antihistamines from a corner store, but they have no effect. I just lie awake in bed, staring into the darkness, unable to let my guard down. I’m afraid they know, that they somehow see through me. I keep waiting for my door to explode off the hinges. I slept with an armed flare for the first several nights, which required a daily recharge. Against the rules, I know, but I needed it to remain coherent. I took precautions, made certain that no light escaped the room. Now I keep it unarmed inside the nightstand. I guess that’s progress.

	I miss the caves. I was never afraid of the dark until now. I sleep feet away from the enemy and every noise paralyzes me with tension. However, I may have a solution. I seem to remember that red-filtered light does not interfere with the rejuvenation process. I need to verify this from my studies, but I imagine the ability to survey my surroundings would put my mind at ease.

	At least, I hope so.

	 

	[End Recon]

	 

	Jonas passed Iron Works on his way to the shopping district, one of the largest blood bars in the city. Despite its massive size, the interior unfolded like any other. The front door funneled customers into the lounge, a social hub with couches, tables, and chairs. Dark wood and intricate details infused the room with a Victorian vibe. A small army of servers tended to a throng of thirsty patrons. They shuttled food and drinks from numerous bars along the walls. With upwards of two dozen bartenders working at once, patrons seldom waited for service. The rear of every blood bar featured a hallway stamped with a red teardrop, a private area known as “the spring.” This was where eternals obtained their daily rations of blood. Iron Works also housed the most impressive tap selection in the city, and a cold pint sounded pretty damn good at the moment.

	“Jonas!” said a random voice as he stepped inside.

	A quick scan uncovered Gwen, a co-worker friend, waving from a central table. Jonas nodded hello started to weave his way through the crowd. Gwen’s sharp sense of humor and effortless charisma was a rarity in the tech industry. Her confidence tended to monopolize attention, so Jonas enjoyed her company from a strategic standpoint. Plus, her status as a voluptuous blonde afforded him numerous opportunities to study dating quirks. Jonas sidestepped a final patron to arrive at her table. She rose to greet him.

	“Gwen, how the hell are you?”

	“Doing well, my friend. Good to see you.”

	They shared a quick embrace, then settled into their seats.

	“You on the horse today?” Gwen said.

	“No, got today and tomorrow off.”

	“Nice. Doing anything interesting?”

	“Not a damn thing. This beer will be the highlight of my day.” 

	Gwen chuckled as a waitress strolled up to the table.

	“Anything for you, sweetie?” she said to Jonas.

	“Yeah, that new bock lager you got in last week.”

	“You got it.” The waitress tapped the order into a scan plate and whisked away.

	“What about you? Any news on the Warwick Project?”

	“No.” Gwen sighed and shook her head. “That shit show is still held up in committee. I’ll give you three guesses as to why, but you’ll only need one.”

	“NExUS regs.”

	Gwen pursed her lips and nodded.

	“For what?”

	“FTL, mostly. We’ve been trying to codify them for months, but we get over one hurdle and three more appear.”

	Jonas chuckled into a sigh. “Security mandates will suck the life out of any project.”

	“Mhmm. I have to punch through a dozen suits just to change a goddamn button. It’s infuriating.” Gwen tossed back a final swig and clunk-slid her glass onto the table. “But enough of that rubbish. You mind holding the spot while I drain one?”

	“Sure thing, enjoy.”

	“Spasibo, back in a bit.” She rose from the table and disappeared into the crowd.

	Jonas indulged in several minutes of eternal watching. Blood bars attracted all social classes due to the commonality of need, creating a unique convergence of character. Suits mingled with t-shirts, beanies chatted with jewelry, evening gowns and frayed jeans laughed at the same bad jokes. The nuances of eternal society revealed themselves under a haze of civil dispassion, providing the ideal training grounds for transients.

	The waitress returned with a chilled pint and lowered it to the table. Jonas nodded his thanks and took a long first swig. Gwen often dawdled when sucking down her ration, so he leaned back to resume his quiet observation.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	To maintain strength, eternals needed to ingest around six quarts of blood every day. To meet its population demands, NExUS authorized the production of livestock. Larger animals could lose gallons of blood without any ill effects. Harvests rotated on natural cycles, allowing stock to recover with minimal stress. The entire process was clean, efficient, and humane. Cattle enjoyed expansive ranches on the peripheries of major cities. Letting farms, as they were called, utilized a complex system of automation. Robotic machinery managed every aspect from nutrition to extraction. Specialized tanker trucks distributed fresh blood on a daily basis.

	Eternals avoided stale blood, defined as freestanding blood over two days old. Drinking the “dead red” was often a fatal mistake. When the blood bars first emerged, several owners were detained and executed for knowingly serving stale blood to oblivious patrons, resulting in numerous deaths. In response, NExUS imposed strict regulations and regular inspections. They also funded the development of circulation tanks that prolonged the life of fresh blood and eliminated the possibility of serving stale product.

	When visiting a spring, one entered a cold realm of eerie silence. Thick walls relegated pub noise to a distant background. The muffles of feeding patrons leaked from the parlor doors. Dim lights offered additional privacy. Sealed concrete and industrial tiles aided upkeep. Every now and then, eternals found it difficult to control their primitive urges, resulting in gruesome scenes straight out of a horror movie. Every blood bar employed a dedicated maintenance crew, allowing for prompt cleanup when necessary. Eternals accepted the unspoken reality that everyone regressed from time to time.

	 

	[Recon: Shreya, 11.27.2319 AD, 183 EA]

	[Subject: Springs and Feeding Parlors]

	 

	A spring is separated into two distinct sections: the waiting area and feeding parlors. A typical waiting area is a long corridor about 10 feet wide with several parlor doors. Across from each door is a couch or chair. A status light sits above each frame: red for occupied, yellow for cleaning, green for vacant. Enemies simply wait for a vacant parlor and proceed inside.

	A typical parlor is a boxed room with drab lighting, sloped floor, and central drain. On the wall across from the entry is a touchscreen monitor that displays the current selection of blood types. To obtain a ration, an enemy presses their thumb to the screen for identification. If the system confirms that a ration is due, then they are free to select a type. Once they do, a two-quart canister is dispensed through a slot beneath the screen. The quantity limit ensures a steady turnover in the spring. For those wishing to imbibe more than two quarts in a sitting, they are free to re-enter the queue.

	A standard blood canister is a round aluminum tube about a foot in length with a soft patch of latex at the center. An enemy can either bite the patch and suck out the blood, or unscrew the cap and drink the contents directly. When finished, they return the canister to the dispenser and leave the parlor. An automated system cleans and repatches the used canisters. Once an enemy exits the parlor, it enters a brief sanitation cycle to prep for the next use.

	The canister patch exists as a simulation for biting flesh, serving to satisfy an animalistic desire. In a natural setting, enemies hunt prey and inflict a fatal bite. But in modern settings, this instinct has been repressed. The patch helps to mitigate violence by offering a reasonable alternative. As they say, it dulls the dragon.

	 

	[End Recon]

	 

	Due to the graphic nature of feeding in the wild, the act of drinking blood was stigmatized by civil society. Springs emerged as a way to shroud the activity, to offer a mannered simulation that separated modern eternals from their savage history. This one fortuitous shift in attitude paved the way for transient infiltration. Feeding inside a controlled environment allowed humans to fake the process.

	The first time inside a spring required a composed disposition, as it was a nerve-racking experience for any new transient. By the time trainees reached their teens, their bodies had grown accustomed to the taste and digestion of animal blood. They learned how to ingest larger and larger amounts as training progressed. Humans lacked the ability to digest upwards of six quarts a day like the eternals. Ingesting blood at that volume inflamed the digestive system, resulting in bouts of crippling nausea. Transients were not required to match the eternals drop for drop. They only needed the ability to discuss nuance in order to maintain image. As a daily staple, blood arose as a frequent topic of conversation. Flavors varied based on a myriad of factors. Traits like region and species contributed to an overall essence, much like a fine wine. Transients drank their fill and poured the rest down the floor drain. No one was ever the wiser.

	While not ideal, transients derived a moderate amount of calories and nutrition from drinking blood. When coupled with supplements and chelation agents, they could forgo solid foods for long stretches of time. Despite their resilient nature, eternals sought a balanced approach to their health and wellness. As a result, optimizing nutrition and managing iron levels never evoked suspicion. In most cities, the average corner store carried all the necessary supplements.

	NExUS mandated the use of thumbprint scans for all regulatory transactions, including blood rations. Basic types were free of charge and limited to common stock like swine and cattle. Premium bloods were offered at an additional charge and rotated based on availability. Transients preferred them due to the cleaner tastes and ease of digestion. Jonas never minded the extra cost.

	Bottle stores carried blood rations for those who wished to feed in the privacy of their own homes. Common types came in two-quart jugs that required return after use. They also carried hefty premiums due to a shorter shelf life and expensive overhead. Eternals regarded them as last-minute options. Most preferred the comforts and communal aspects of the blood bars. They offered the widest selection of the safest and freshest products.

	 

	*   *   *

	 

	“Ah, that hit the spot,” Gwen said as she reclaimed her seat at the table.

	“What did you have?” Jonas said.

	“The usual. Standard chicken.”

	“How does it taste today?”

	“Like chicken.”

	They traded sarcastic laughs.

	“Nah, it’s kind of bland today. It also had a mossy aftertaste, like the feed was mildewed or something.”

	“Bleh, that sounds nasty. Reminds me of some pork I had a few weeks ago, tasted like a breed blend.”

	Gwen cringed. “I don’t see how anyone drinks that swill. I’m just partial to the feathers I guess.”

	“You know what you like, nothing wrong with that. Oh, did you hear about the camel batch? They had it on special last week.”

	“No shit, really? Did you try some?”

	“No, tapped out before I got here. Doren scored some, said that it tasted like a gamey lamb.”

	“Huh, weird.”

	Jonas finished off his brew and plunked the empty glass onto the table. “You got time for another? I’m buying.”

	Gwen chewed her lip. “Sure, I can stick around. Spasibo.”

	Jonas motioned to the waitress for another round.

	She nodded and returned shortly after with two frosty pints.

	Jonas spent enough time at Iron Works to consider it a second home. The pub garnered widespread praise for its impeccable service and impressive tap selection, boasting hundreds of beers from across the globe. Many breweries dated back centuries with some predating the Great Onslaught. Iron Works also featured a superb selection of fine wine and spirits. Their bartenders enjoyed high acclaim and coveted positions that saw little turnover. Applicants needed to complete a vigorous training program, everything from mixology and chemistry to psychology and customer service. Their formal attire and gracious demeanor earned them the nickname Iron Profs.

	Alcohol, an effective blood thinner, decreased the risk of heart attacks and strokes. While fatal to humans, eternals regarded them as petty irritations. They viewed daily drinking as a preventative measure, something to respect both medically and socially. Thus, quality reigned supreme and dependency was a non-issue. Their robust systems regenerated the ill effects of booze without ever knowing about them. Transients, on the other hand, needed to pay close attention to their intakes, as any significant ailment gave them away.

	 

	[Recon: Rakesh Manavi, 10.14.2289 AD, 153 EA]

	[Subject: Regeneration]

	 

	The enemy possesses a complex form of biological regeneration. While similar to reptiles, theirs is far more rapid and sophisticated. Minor lacerations require less than a day to heal. Broken bones rarely take more than a week. Dismemberments require the most time, averaging a month or two. Specialized casts can reduce that time if the limb is still intact.

	Recuperation hospitals are available to those who are too injured to move on their own. Blood rations are given daily along with regen boosters until the patient regains mobility. All expenses are paid by the government, as every citizen is covered under a universal maintenance plan.

	Those that require more than a year of medical care are deemed burdens of the state and will be executed if they lack premium coverage (an enhanced version available for purchase). Even so, it is quite rare for a patient to find itself in this predicament. Family and friends will often assume the roles of caretakers. If not, there are charitable hospice organizations that will assume care for any patient who lacks capable support.

	 

	[End Recon]

	 

	Due to the swift pace of regeneration, transients also needed to master some cosmetic artistry. Every trainee learned how to conceal minor lesions under common vanity products. Eternals dismissed the sight of a fresh cut, but a lingering scab would draw a healthy amount of suspicion. Transients tended to avoid activities that could result in unwanted injuries.

	“Alright then,” Gwen said with a heavy sigh. “That about does it for me.” She tossed back a final swig, gathered her jacket, and stood from the table.

	“Back to the grinder?” Jonas said.

	“Yeah, gotta earn those credits. Enjoy your outing and hellos to Doren. Catch you on Wednesday?”

	“Yup, see you then.”

	“Paka, bud.”

	“Dasvidania.”

	Gwen disappeared into the crowd as the waitress returned.

	“Will that be all for you, sweetie?”

	“Yes, just the bill please.”

	“Sure thing.” She pulled a scan plate from her apron and swiped through a list of tabs. “That’ll be 12 credits,” she said and offered the plate to Jonas.

	He hiked the tip a few credits and pressed his thumb to the surface, resulting in a ping of confirmation.

	“Spasibo, dear. You have yourself a lovely evening.”

	“You too.”

	The waitress spun away and slipped into the crowd.

	Jonas sighed as he prepped to leave. Good seating in blood bars was hard to come by, so patrons would often hover over tables like hungry vultures. A group of corporate types had already queued over his shoulder. He understood the rudeness of paying and staying, but he found it more impertinent to hinder a departure. A valid gripe, but not worth calling out. The last thing he needed was a pointless scuffle with an angry eternal. He excused himself with a polite request, then stood from the table and maneuvered his way to the exit.

	Jonas stepped into the brisk evening air, then glanced down the sidewalk in each direction. What was I doing again? Ah yes, red bulb. He nodded and resumed his trek to the shopping district.

	
	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	The majority of eternals slept in complete darkness out of evolutionary habit. Red bulbs provided relief to those who found the practice a bit unsettling, an accepted excuse that Jonas cited when necessary. The most common use of red-filtered light involved situations where multiple eternals slept in close proximity, such as dorms and hostels. Prisons also utilized them for obvious reasons.

	 

	[Recon: Katya Filitov, 08.19.2195 AD, 59 EA]

	[Subject: Sleep Rejuvenation]

	 

	The enemy requires a total absence of light to restore its vitality. Specialized pores serve as power converters. They are light-sensitive and only open during periods of slumber. If one is closed, then all are closed, which is why a tiny amount of light can interrupt the process. Within these pores, carbohydrates are synthesized from carbon dioxide and water moisture, similar to photosynthesis in plants. The main difference lies with the energy source. Plants utilize sunlight while the enemy utilizes the planet’s natural background radiation.

	The one exception to these rules is red-filtered light. For reasons still unknown, red wavelengths do not affect the sleep rejuvenation process. While radio-synthesis does provide energy, it does not provide the nutrients needed for regeneration. The enemy must engage in two daily activities if they are to sustain an indefinite life: sleep and drink blood.

	 

	[End Recon]

	 

	Seattle’s shopping district swirled with structured chaos. Eternals viewed time as a precious commodity, so they leveraged it to the fullest extent possible. Shopping had its own set of unspoken rules. For example, one was expected to maintain the flow of pedestrian traffic. Loitering was a grave social offense that often escalated into physical confrontation. Transient survival depended on the avoidance of such conflicts, so they learned to navigate with haste and efficiency. After several minutes of sidestepping traders, Jonas arrived at his destination, the downtown branch of Doren’s Odds and Ends.

	Doren owned a chain of general stores that specialized in everyday items, aimed at saving precious time by reducing trips to multiple shops. He explained the concept as every major outlet boiled down to the most popular and essential products. That, and only that, filled the shelves inside his stores. He opened the first shop in Fremont, an eccentric area north of the city. It was a smashing success, which allowed him to expand to several additional locations. The downtown branch functioned as a flagship, generating more revenue than all the other stores combined. This made life much easier on Jonas, bound by best friend code to shop there exclusively.

	Jonas pushed through a rustic entrance door, ringing an antique brass bell overhead. He always appreciated that moment, a welcome shift from the chimes of modern life. Doren nurtured a giddy fascination with the Roaring Twenties. All of his stores featured Art Deco themes with bold designs, bright contrast, and a collection of angular furniture with fussy patterns. A steady stream of classic jazz played in the background, completing the illusion.

	Jonas made his way to the rear where Doren was logging a shipment of inventory. His lanky frame twisted around stacks of boxes. Polished boots, pleated slacks, and perfect hair gave the impression that he had wandered into the store by mistake.

	“Dobry vecher,” Jonas said.

	“Hey, there he is,” Doren said.

	They met with a slapping handshake that morphed into a macho embrace.

	“So what brings you out and about?”

	“Nothing much, just need a new red bulb.”

	Doren snorted. “Still afraid of the dark I see.”

	“Oh bite me, a lot of people sleep with red bulbs.”

	“Yeah, they’re called prisoners.”

	Jonas rolled his eyes. “Mocking aside, my brain needs something to process when it wakes up.”

	“Keep telling yourself that, you pansy.”

	“Hey, don’t make me slap you around in front of your underpaid employees.”

	Doren glanced at Nadia, a veteran staffer stocking shelves nearby. “Did you hear that, Nadia? This customer is threatening me.”

	She shrugged. “Then step off before you get hurt. I know better than to mess with a Savy.”

	Jonas grinned. “You heard the lady.”

	“Don’t flatter yourself, Captain Night Light.” Doren sneered at Jonas, then glared at Nadia. “Nad, I’m deducting you credits for not backing your generous boss in a theoretical prison fight.”

	“Just let me know how much so I can steal accordingly.”

	Doren huffed and shook his head. “See what I have to deal with around here?”

	“Well, maybe if you paid them a decent wage. What’s the going rate for time machine labor?”

	Nadia snort-chuckled.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	cover.jpeg
[_ THE MORTAL VESTIGE
THURSDAY MIDNIGHT

TRANSIENT






