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Prologue

	 

	Hello there!

	Nice to meet you.

	My name is…well…actually…I probably shouldn’t tell you my actual name. For now, just call me The Narrator. 

	And to answer your burning question: No. I’m not the author. He’s…I guess you could call him my Ghost Writer. He and I communicate telepathically. It’s fun. But anyways…

	This story is very near and dear to my heart. However, it isn’t my story. It’s a very long story stretching beyond the very edges of the omniverse. It contains heroes and villains you’ve never heard about until now. Myths and legends, people and creatures that, yes, are common in most stories pertaining to this type of literature, but the exact events? Heh. No. They’re all unique to this story and this story alone.

	Sorry, getting off topic. Where was I? Oh right. So, I wasn’t present for a lot of the story I’m telling. And it took me a long time to research, document, and fully comprehend it when I decided I wanted to tell it. And trust me, it is important that you hear it.

	I admit, I’m not the best storyteller in the world, let alone the omniverse, but this story is important to me. I weathered through the vast majority of the events that led up to where I am now and…was left with nothing but questions, questions I wanted answers to. And it took me a long time to get those answers. So, now, here I am before you, requesting that you hear a long, but gripping tale and series of events that led to my present. I understand if some of it may be confusing to you, or hard to grasp, but…I ask that you do your best, as am I.

	I’ve spent…I don’t know how long preparing to tell this story and now, as I prepare to begin…I am quite nervous. Will you like it? Will it come out the way I had hoped? I promise not to be biased, even towards the antagonists. I tried really hard to show things from an unbiased, narrative perspective. I didn’t think it was possible to see the memories of the omniverse, to watch the people I love grow and develop from events taking place many years before I was even born.

	And so, I’ve immortalized these memories within the bindings of this book. Why am I telling it and not one of them? Can’t tell you that either. But…I know exactly where to start. For all my talk of bias, a protagonist is necessary to drive the plot of any tale. And the best tales are told of yet to be known heroes. But…what makes a hero? Just as the people I know often struggled to answer that question in their youth, so, too, did I make a concentrated effort to answer that question for myself. 

	Therefore, I have long since decided that the best way to begin this long epic is the beginnings of my most favorite hero of all…


Chapter 1

	Story of a Boy

	 

	From how I understand it, lots of heroes come from humble beginnings with humble personalities. But to call our hero, Ryan Martin, humble is the furthest thing from the truth. Ryan was the type of person that glorified all of his accomplishments but also owned up to his shortcomings. And to say he came from humble beginnings isn’t exactly accurate either. Okay, yeah, loving family, part of the upper-middle group of the 99%, but he wasn’t what you would call an ordinary kid. 

	Of course, that’s assuming you define ordinary by average grades, a small group of friends, and a big heart with an even bigger American dream. But Ryan looks like any other ordinary guy at first glance—blond hair, blue eyes, body built like he could punch a hole in solid steel. Okay, now he’s built like that. He certainly wasn’t like that as a small child.

	I actually never knew Ryan in his early formative years. By the time I met him, he was already a full-grown adult.

	Of course, a mere description of Ryan and his accomplishments won’t help you understand him. A stranger does not become your friend just because you know his name. And to know Ryan, one must see him…at least…as well as words on paper will allow. Every hero starts out as just a man. Every man starts out as just a boy. Let me show you just the kind of boy Ryan was, so you can see the man, and eventually the hero, he becomes.

	 

	April 15th, 2042

	Magnolia, New Jersey

	 

	In the 21st century, Magnolia was originally a small hamlet that expanded northeast on the other side of Moss Mill Road inside Mullica, New Jersey. By 2035 it was large enough that it was considered a borough, which made its coexistence with the borough of the same name in Camden County very confusing. Eventually, the one in Camden County was renamed Magnolia Grove in at least some attempt to differentiate the two. The smallness never bothered the Martins. Magnolia had everything they needed: a school system, a supermarket, a public pool, a synagogue, restaurants, the list goes on. 

	Ryan grew up in this small community. The borough was practically a part of him for better or for worse. He was a smart kid with a big imagination and a love for comic books, anime, and video games. These were hobbies that would follow him into adulthood. Of course, no one in life is perfect and Ryan had a pretty critical flaw in his youth. 

	To say Ryan had anger issues would be like saying fish have gills. His peers loved picking on him just to get a rise out of him. For them, it was fun, like ripping off the wings of an insect. When you’re the smart, nerdy kid with a short fuse, you kind of inadvertently paint a target on your back, or so I’m told. I didn’t have this kind of childhood, but I was told when I looked into Ryan’s that his wasn’t exactly atypical for the identity he’d made for himself from a young age. Kids are cruel sometimes.

	Of course, Ryan tried his best to mind his own business at recess and sat by himself at lunch. Did this stop the harassment? Not at all. In fact, because he was perceived as weird and as an outsider, some of his peers would go out of their way to harass him. I imagine some of you reading this know exactly what I’m talking about already. For the rest of you, well, keep reading.

	While other students would hang off the jungle gym and swing on the monkey bars, Ryan would keep to himself near the soccer field and pretend to have a glorious battle—acting it out as though it were happening right in front of him. Swords and sorcery were the default options for Ryan’s roleplay of the day. I guess you could call it LARPing: Party of One.

	At this age, he didn’t suspect a thing. He had no idea his imagination would one day be a very fierce reality. He could not have predicted that he would soon one day be holding a sword and not a stick. He had no idea that his sweat under the spring sun would eventually mix with blood. And there was no conceivable chance that he could have known that 80 degrees on a warm spring day would be far from the harshest fighting conditions he would find himself in.

	“Hark!” Ryan proclaimed, thrusting his arm in the air as though the stick he was holding was a sword. “The princess is in danger! Come, my squire, we must venture forth to save her!” He imagined himself in bright, silver armor head to toe, carrying a shield in one arm and a longsword in the other. Thus, this character was dubbed by him: Sir Silver.

	Shifting to his right a bit, Ryan then imitated the squire. He crouched slightly as he envisioned the squire as this balding, doorknob-nosed, monk-like character in tattered brown robes, shorter and much less confident than the illustrious Sir Silver. “Y-Yes, Sir Silver, at once.”

	The two imaginary characters then mounted their horses and rode bravely across the fantastical land of Camelshire. Of course, to onlookers, this just looked like a grade schooler, galloping around an empty field for reasons only known to himself. Although, given how Ryan was doing it, it looked more like prancing.

	Three bullies, each with dark hair and indistinguishably bad haircuts, approached Ryan. One purposely got directly in Ryan’s intended path, causing Ryan to almost crash into him. Ryan dropped his arms down to his sides and immediately complained, breaking character.

	“Hey! You’re in my way!” he cried out in anger.

	“Can I be part of your ballet class, Ryan?” the bully asked, his tone of voice clearly intending mockery.

	Ryan instantly became irritated. “It’s not ballet class. Now move,” he growled. “Never mind. Just leave me alone.” Ryan proceeded to try and pick a different path and get away from the bullies, but was tripped before he could take off. He stumbled but managed to stay on his feet.

	“Watch yourself, Ryan. Your shoelaces are untied.”

	“First of all, I tied them this morning, they’re double knotted. Second of all, as I already told you, I said leave me alone!” Ryan demanded. He stopped galloping and just tried to walk away from the situation. He began to count to 10. Unfortunately, the bullies were having none of it and began to follow him. Ryan whirled around in indignation. “What part of leave me alone don’t you stupid guys get?”

	“At least we’re not a stupid girl,” one of them said, and they all laughed. 

	Ryan could take no more. As with most days at school, his patience had its limits. He was just trying to have 30 minutes to himself before the harassment resumed once again in the classroom, and he couldn’t even have that, apparently. 

	Typical Tuesday, apparently, Ryan thought angrily. He began to hyperventilate and stare at the bullies. Growling under his breath, he shifted his feet and bent down at the knees. At first it looked like your typical left-lead stance, but then Ryan raised his left arm above his head, keeping only his ring and pinky finger closed. His remaining three fingers were open separated to look like a three-fingered claw. His right fist was pulled back out and behind him, tucked by his shoulder.

	The bullies laughed harder.

	“What the heck are you supposed to be now, a monkey?” One of them asked between guffaws.

	Ryan gave no reply. No, he thought, I am a dragon. He began to dash forward, And you’re going DOWN! Ryan moved his left hand down towards his hip and then brought his right fist forward and socked his smart-mouthed classmate right in the side of the jaw, causing the bully to stumble back, flail his arms around to try and maintain balance, almost falling face down as he spun around. Every muscle in Ryan’s body had tensed up. A glare set in his eyes that is rather troubling to see reflected in the eyes of a child. His gaze didn’t reflect that of an angry 7-year-old. It reflected a veteran soldier who’d just been told to leave no survivors and don’t get shot. And, not that any of the children noticed, even Ryan, but his pupils had transformed to resemble reptilian-like slits, his low, muttered growling sounding feral in nature.

	After the initial blow, the bullies ganged up on Ryan. Despite his serious gaze, his stance was something he copied out of an anime. It reflected no real-world martial art, for Ryan was not trained in any. Fantasy was all he could fall back on. And as the kicks and punches smacked his tiny body, it became clearer to Ryan that there was a pretty big disconnect between reality and fiction. Of course, by this point, rage had blinded him. He’d gone, as he would often use the phrase as an adult, red in the brain. He wanted nothing more than to take these bullies down, to make them suffer for mocking him. His anger made him confident. I know from experience his confidence was an admirable trait that would help him in his later years. Here…not so much.

	Confidence can only take you so far. And, unfortunately, his foes had strength in numbers. There were enough of them to hold both his arms and keep him from throwing a punch and he hadn’t the strength to fling even one of them off, nor the immediate muscle memory to raise his legs and try to kick the one bully in front of him. He had no choice but to get wailed on, but even as he grunted and growled with the blows and the pain, he did not yield and maintained his conviction. 

	Whenever the bullies would let him go, Ryan would fling himself back into the fray, showing that a little pain was not going to stop him from making them regret messing with him. Between childish imitations of sleeper holds to sucker punches, to trying to beat the kids with the stick he’d been using earlier, Ryan used every available option he could to keep the bullies from, in his mind, winning.

	Unfortunately, despite his desire for childish, bloody vengeance, all he succeeded in doing was making things worse for himself. He was punched and kicked from head to toe. At one point he was even thrown when he latched onto one of the kids’ backs and bit down as hard as he could on the kid’s shoulder in sheer desperation, scratching at the kid’s shirt with his nails.

	It was hard to tell what would happen first—if Ryan was going to get exhausted, or if he’d put the bullies in the hospital out of sheer tenacity. They were getting tired first, though that might’ve just been them getting sick of having to keep continuing a fight that only Ryan seemed interested in continuing after the fourth time he was shoved to the ground.

	Thankfully, before severe damage could be inflicted on them or Ryan, a teacher who was overseeing recess, broke up the fight. With injuries far more significant than his counterparts, Ryan was escorted to the nurse’s office. Everyone else was put in the secretary’s office, which was just outside of the principal’s office. Even Ryan’s bite marks hadn’t, thankfully, broken skin. 

	In spite of the odds, Ryan thought he’d done well for himself, but anyone else looking at the situation knew he’d lost, badly I might add. His attackers were walking away with a bite mark, some superficial scratches, and some small bruises. Ryan looked like the second-place finisher from a junkyard dog fight with how much dirt and how many bigger bruises he was covered in. The school nurse frowned as she applied first-aid cream and rubbed some ice on the areas that were significantly bruised. She also dabbed some cream on with a Q-tip where he’d bitten his lip so hard, it was now bleeding.

	And, as always when this happened, Ryan just sat there brooding, growling under his breath. And as he spit occasionally, he felt at least a little fortunate he was not spitting out teeth.

	The vast majority of the staff knew of Ryan’s short fuse and simply sat by and watched most of the time. It annoyed Ryan’s mother, Ashley, to no end. She had tried to persuade her husband, Jason, to do something about it, but the school took the pragmatic approach. They would make phone calls to the offending bullies’ homes and, when questioned, the response from the parents of these bullies didn’t help matters either:

	“Oh no! Not my child! My child would never do such a thing!”

	And that was the end of any situation. Oh sure, his school advocated anti-bullying and zero tolerance policies, but when they had to factor in budget, sanity, and other obligations, they found it easier to wait out continuous problems like this and then tell the “problem” child and the child’s parents to seek education elsewhere. Fair? No. Judicious? Not in the slightest. And, from how I understand it, this wasn’t a one in a million occurrence in this country’s school systems throughout history.

	Of course, as you can guess, this situation was infuriating to the Martins. Because of how much he cared for his son, it was hard for Jason to restrain himself most of the time. He had to fight the urge to use his police training to give the same beatings to these oblivious parents that their children were giving to his son.

	It was the same story every time. The script for these encounters always had Ryan being picked up early and taken home to avoid any more problems. A phone call was made to Jason and Ashley. Homework would be handed off to them by his teacher. Lather. Rinse. Repeat the next day, or maybe the next week.

	Ryan didn’t care. The way he looked at it in hindsight, he had fought a valiant fight to defend his honor like so many of his favorite characters. I’m a regular Prince Zuko, he thought, looking at his black eye in the mirror. He then frowned and sighed. Still, I really wish they would just leave me alone. I’m just trying to have fun in my own way, live my life the way I want to. Is that so wrong? Is that too much to ask?

	He sighed, lifted his head, and stared at the ceiling. One day, he thought, I will be rich and successful, and they will be working dead-end jobs, going nowhere fast, and smelling like moldy fast food and week old coffee beans. I will be wearing a suit, riding around in my luxury car as I roll up to their drive thru and they ask me “would you like fries with that?” They’ll be miserable, and I’ll be laughing. He started to chuckle only to cough into his hand and hold his ribs. Ow. It hurts to laugh.

	At the end of the day, Ryan’s mother would make an angry phone call to the principal for not properly punishing the “little brats” that hurt her son. Ryan’s father would threaten to sue. The school would give some tired, rehearsed speech to both parents about trying harder next time and “having Ryan’s best interests at heart.” Yeah, right. And it’s not like a change in school would’ve helped. Ryan’s anger issues and eccentric behavior would’ve made him a target regardless of where he ended up, especially at his age. And the last thing Ryan’s parents wanted to do was discourage his imagination. They liked their son’s uniqueness. They thought it gave him character, as well as great potential. And, of course, private school kids can be just as nasty as public-school kids, if not worse—operative word there being can. One can only be thankful that the version of Ryan I knew never ended up a victim of cyberbullying. The results likely would have been catastrophic and self-destructive.

	As you might expect, Jason, being a police officer, could not leave his job at a moment’s notice to pick up Ryan. Ashley was just as difficult to reach out to. She was a researcher at a big firm for cellular, marine, and wildlife biology, and this led her to frequent trips in the field, sometimes for weeks on end. Ryan counted the days he had both of his parents home for dinner as a blessing.

	Fortunately, Ryan’s parents were very friendly with their next-door neighbor, Sadie Dragmire. They had first met Sadie when she moved in next door a few months before Ryan turned four. Ever since kindergarten, Sadie was put down as the first person to be contacted in case of emergency. Both parents knew their busy schedules and/or out-of-town business trips wouldn’t allow them to be available each and every time an incident happened at school.

	When Sadie walked into the nurse’s office that day, Ryan beamed as he always did whenever he saw her. He adored Sadie, and it was difficult for him not to recognize her. Sadie always had blue highlights in her long brown hair, which was pulled into a long, loose ponytail, a very slender build, suntanned skin, and a pink tattoo of a dragon’s claw on the back of her right hand. Despite her youthful appearance, she was older than she looked. There was a lot to Sadie that was enigmatic, but her genuinely friendly personality and gentle nature helped to circumvent any suspicion thrown her way by Ryan’s dad. It was simply in his nature to be suspicious of people but, after knowing the woman for a while now, he had ceased his paranoid thinking about his next-door neighbor. Whatever her secrets, Jason believed Sadie was harmless.

	Jason thought maybe she was some kind of runaway looking to start a new life. Her cheery and upbeat personality and lack of a definitive background could also paint her as some sort of serial killer. However, given Sadie’s travel habits, spending habits, and transparent, trusting nature, he found the latter idea to be highly improbable. And, in response to her trust in the Martins, she was trusted with the very important job of looking after Ryan in his parents’ absence.

	With Ryan securely in the backseat, Sadie drove him back to her house. True, she did have access to the Martins’ house—a key and a security passcode for the alarm—but taking Ryan to her house prevented him from playing videogames or watching television until his homework was finished.

	He didn’t know the passwords to her computer or streaming services after all. 

	As Ryan dumped his backpack next to her kitchen table and took a seat, Sadie got some cookies out of the pantry and poured Ryan a glass of milk to go with them.

	“You need to stop getting into so many fights,” Sadie said, sighing, as she browsed her stainless-steel cabinets for the tea kettle. 

	“They deserved it!” Ryan exclaimed, scowling, slapping the table with both hands.

	“Whether they deserved it or not, do you want the schoolboard to think you’re as bad as those bullies?” she asked, giving him a chastising stare. She then turned her head back around, grabbed her tea kettle and shut the cabinet, stepping down from her foot stool. “Just because you can hurt people doesn’t mean you should. If your father used his pistol on every person he thought a criminal, he’d be in prison by now. Do you want to be in prison, Ryan? You wouldn’t want someone you care about in prison, would you?”

	The young boy shuddered at the thought. “N-No, but…”

	“No buts,” Sadie said, as she put the kettle down forcibly and began getting the tea bags out of the pantry. “Now have your snack and do your homework. You’re not allowed to relax until after the school bell would normally ring.”

	“Yes, Aunt Sadie,” Ryan sighed. 

	As Ryan started on his homework, Sadie sighed. There was more she could say on the matter, but she held her tongue. Ryan didn’t know it and the Martins kind of knew it, but there was a deeper connection to Ryan and Sadie than next-door neighbors and honorary aunt and nephew. It was a much, much deeper connection. However, for Ryan’s protection, Sadie had to remain silent. I can’t say what might’ve happened if she hadn’t been secretive towards him, but I don’t imagine the end result would have been radically different. Not for Sadie, not for Ryan, and not for the others important to this tale. 

	 

	November 9th, 2044

	New York, NY

	 

	Let me take you now to two years after the day I just told you about. Ryan was nine now. Halloween had come and gone, and Thanksgiving was approaching day by day. Today, however, Ryan was not at school. He was still in attendance, but he was in the midst of a field trip. Ryan’s class was at the American Museum of Natural History to see a specific exhibit. That exhibit, dated 2037 on the museum’s timeline, was called the Meteor Miracle exhibit.

	Last month, Ryan’s class was learning about meteors and comets, so a visit to the Meteor Miracle exhibit seemed like a natural decision for the school to make. Meteor Miracle wasn’t just the name of the exhibit, but the event as listed in the history books. It was an unexpected event that, strangely, not a single telescope, satellite, or other form of advanced technology had caught before it was too late. In something akin to the blink of an eye, along came a meteor that could’ve wiped out the human race in its entirety due to its size if it had smashed into the earth’s surface. The planet itself would’ve survived of course. The meteor’s course was going to have it smack right into the meeting point of the Prime Meridian and the Equator without enough force to shatter the planet in its entirety, but still deadly enough to wipe away all sentient species living on land and not deep enough below the water’s surface. It was wide enough that it could be seen from the US, Algeria, Brazil, and the Madeira Islands as it reached the lower end of the exosphere. However, just as everyone in the world was panicking and cries of the apocalypse carried across the globe, the meteor exploded while it was still in the thermosphere, but had almost reached the mesosphere.

	The chunks rained down on land like a meteor shower, mostly along the northwest coast of Africa and the northeastern coast of South America. Many pieces were recovered from locations such as Venezuela, the Congo, Guinea, Guyana, and even Gabon. Additionally, due to the rotation of the planet and the chunks being whisked away into the planet’s gravitational pull, some pieces ended up as far west as Guatemala and Nicaragua. One sizable chunk flew so far west that if its trajectory had been altered even slightly, it would have landed in Mexico, killing tens of thousands of people. But, instead, it landed in the Gulf of Mexico—one of several to fall in that body of water—with the casualties being much, much lower by comparison.

	Speaking of alternatives, humanity as a whole lucked out when it came to the falling debris. The vast majority of the pieces that didn’t burn up in the atmosphere fell into the ocean floor. The rest of the meteorites did cause damage though. The damage was severe and tidal waves innumerous, but aside from that, humanity as a species lived on.

	Even today, more than seven years after it happened, scientists still could not prove exactly what happened and why the meteor exploded. No weapon of mass destruction or surface to air missile could’ve done what had actually happened to this gigantic ball of metal and ice. And it had detonated too high up in the air to be considered an air burst. A famous “Finger of God” theory had popped up, that some powerful deity had destroyed the meteor before it had a chance to wipe out the human race. Of course, that assumes both the meteor and its destruction were natural causes at all.

	Most first-world countries to this day continued to examine the meteor fragments under close scrutiny, though no breakthroughs had been made as to why the thing exploded. This permitted the “Finger of God” theory to be the most believable theory, until proven otherwise. The best geologists, explosives engineers, nuclear physicists, mathematicians, historians, cosmologists, and astronomists had all tried to explain the incident scientifically, and they all failed. After all, when you’re measuring TNT yields in theoretical measurements that no weapon of mass destruction could copy, the math and the physics didn’t mesh. It would be a great many years before the secrets were finally known to the public.

	A running joke around forums in universities usually went along the lines of “We’re not saying it was aliens, but it might’ve been aliens.”

	At any rate, the meteor itself was such a marvel of science across the globe that many countries made replicas of the recovered pieces and put them in museums for people to see, such as the exhibit Ryan was visiting that very day. And I know, I know, take fourth graders to an exhibit and most of them will be like “What’s so fascinating about a giant hunk of space rock?” Especially since these fourth graders were too young to remember the incident and how much terror it sparked globally.

	Ryan, however, was not most fourth graders. He, for one, was genuinely interested in the exhibit. Giant meteor comes down on the planet and nearly kills everyone? He likened it to the climax of a video game.

	Like something dropped from the final boss, he thought, gazing at the replica in its glass case. Too bad it’s not a supernova…although I guess if it was, we wouldn’t be able to observe it. …Or be alive. …I’m hungry.

	Still, despite his hunger, Ryan stared at the jagged fragment. According to what he could read—given his young age—the fragment in question, weighing over 5,000 tons and being almost the size of a train car, had been excavated from the Gulf of Mexico near the Floridian shores. The impact into the water sent a tidal wave that hit the western shores of Florida pretty hard given the speed at which the fragment had hit the water. It’s theorized that what actually hit the water was much larger and the excavated fragment was all that was left. However, others theorized that if the fragment had been as large as this theory suggested, the devastation should have reached the southern borders of other states in the gulf. As someone who watched the meteor—in the same way that I am observing the memories of others and relaying them to you—asking me to fact check the impact of a single fragment is like asking someone eating a bowl of multi-grain rice to pinpoint where in their stomach a specific grain out of the whole bowl fell.

	Ryan walked away from the fragment and looked at other exhibits in the area—the fragment replica was the centerpiece—learning more about the incident. The meteor’s destruction in the upper atmosphere was at such an altitude that while many say “exploded,” many scientists agreed that it was more like shattering, otherwise called violent fragmentation. Additionally, because of the high altitude, the dispersing of energy was so swift it nearly approached the speed of light. As a result, the “shockwave”—if you could call it that—was essentially harmless to the lives of the people on Earth. The only side effect? One of the hottest summers and coldest autumns recorded in decades.

	Sheesh, I wasn’t far off with the supernova thing. Who threw this thing? Sephiroth? Ryan thought. He took out his school-issued tablet and began jotting down notes with the touch screen rather than the keyboard. He had every intention to copy the notes to a personal item later. He was getting ideas for his make pretend games. 

	Unfortunately, it seemed even on a field trip that his bullies could not leave him alone. “Taking notes like a total nerd, Ryan?” one of them asked in a snotty manner.

	Ryan gripped the protective rubber casing of the tablet. I’m going to take this thing and bash his stupid head in, he thought. For the moment, however, he held his vitriol and gazed up at the exhibit. He spoke without turning around. “What? You aren’t taking notes? Oh. That’s right. You’re so dumb, you still use chalk on a cave wall.”

	“No, that’s you,” the bully said. “Caveman.”

	Ryan gripped the casing harder. “Don’t you have someone else to bother? Or are you so incapable of intelligent thought, your IQ is outdone by a sea sponge?”

	This resulted in Ryan getting pushed in the back towards the exhibit he was observing. Acting on emotion, he turned around and whacked the offender over the head with the tablet. The bully staggered and Ryan shoulder checked him, knocking him into the plaque in front of the fragment replica case. Ryan went on the offensive. He proceeded to beat the bully repeatedly over the head with the tablet.

	“How’s it now? Still funny? You wanna make fun of the nerdy kid? Huh? HUH?! Some days…” he growled, and then screamed, “SOME DAYS I WISH YOU AND YOUR FRIENDS HAD DIED IN THE METEOR MIRACLE! WHY CAN’T YOU ALL JUST LEAVE ME ALONE?!”

	Ryan’s shout was loud enough that it had attracted the attention of a teacher. And, all she saw was Ryan mercilessly attacking another student. That was the day Ryan Martin got his first ever out-of-school suspension.

	 

	November 10th

	 

	Ryan had been picked up by Sadie after the field trip. Both of his parents did not arrive home until after he had gone to bed. When he woke up the next morning, all three of them were at the kitchen table. None of them looked happy.

	Ryan proceeded to try and go back up the stairs. “Whatever this is, I want no part of it.”

	Jason spoke sternly and with all the commanding authority a father could. “Get down. Here. Now.”

	Ryan swallowed, never one to want to upset his father. He sat at the unoccupied end of the table for four. His Aunt Sadie was seated between his parents at the other end.

	“We already heard your side of the story from Sadie,” Ashley said. “Ryan…honey…you can’t keep losing your temper like this. One day you’re going to hurt someone.”

	“I don’t care!” Ryan shouted, getting agitated, crying. “He…he deserved it! I’d do it again!”

	“Ryan, enough! How many times do we need to talk about this?” Sadie asked.

	“He pushed you and you reacted with…slamming a tablet…” Jason trailed off and sputtered a bit of gibberish, trying to find the words, “I didn’t raise you this way.”

	Ashley sighed, folding her arms. “It’s not the violence that got him suspended, though. It’s what he said.”

	“I’m getting to that,” Jason replied in an irritated tone, gritting his teeth.

	“Ryan,” Sadie said, making direct eye contact. “The Meteor Miracle is called such because it’s a miracle that the damage that was sustained was the only damage that was sustained, on top of the world being spared global destruction. Many people thought it was their final moments of living. It was a terrifying experience for the entire human race. Wishing that level of ill upon someone is just…not okay.”

	“Then what was I supposed to…” Ryan chose not to finish his sentence. Instead, he took a deep breath. “I just…I get so angry. I was…I was having fun. I was just minding my own business. Then, next thing I know, Kevin’s being a butt-face again!”

	“And haven’t we taught you how to handle that?” Ashley asked.

	“Just ignore them! I know! It’s not that easy!” Ryan shouted, pounding his fists on the table. He then put his head on the table, clutched his hair with his hands, and cried. He was going at it for quite the length of time before he felt someone caressing the back of his head. It was Sadie.

	“Ryan, it’s okay. We get it,” she said, stroking the back of his head again. “We’re on your side. But…you can’t keep flying off the handle like this.

	Ryan looked at Sadie in tears. “I can’t just ignore them. It’s hard.”

	“I know,” Sadie said, giving him a hug. “But you can’t retaliate the way you have. That’s not good either.”

	Ryan hugged Sadie back. Things were silent for a few minutes as Sadie caressed the back of his head.

	“You remind me a lot of my older brother,” Sadie said. “He was a lot older than you when he was like this, but he could never just ignore bullies and other bad people. He did things about it. But he never resorted to violence purely because someone angered him. He was the type of person…who always saw the bigger picture, who only used his strength when someone else needed it.” Sadie held Ryan out at arm’s length. “I want you to start thinking about who you’re fighting battles for. And, one day, I want you to use your strong sense of justice and righteousness for other people. Find someone who needs your strength.”

	Ryan nodded. “Okay.”

	“Ryan, that’s not an excuse to start a fight and justify it in some weird way later,” Jason said to him.

	“I know! I get it! I…I promise I’ll do my best!”

	Ashley sighed, smiling. “As long as you learn from this, that’s what matters. Now, if you’ll excuse me, the three of us need to give the school board a piece of our mind.” She smirked smugly. “Go play some games, okay? You’re in trouble, but at the same time you’re not. We’ll talk about a proper punishment for getting suspended later.”

	“Okay!” Ryan exclaimed and ran off to his room. 

	Once the door to Ryan’s room had closed, Jason looked at Sadie. “Your brother, huh?” The comment was in reference to the fact that Sadie never really spoke of her family.

	“Well, uh…er…,” Sadie muttered, nervously rubbing the back of her head.

	“Your brother sounds like a good man. Strength used for the sake of others.”

	“…Was a good man. He passed away some time ago,” Sadie said.

	“Oh. I see,” Jason said, feeling awkward. “Maybe…we could visit him sometime, you know, at the cemetery.”

	After a moment of silence, Sadie responded with, “I’ll think about it.” She then swiftly changed the subject with a tone of forced cheer. “So!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Verbally berating the school! Let’s do this!”

	 

	July 10th, 2045

	 

	With his parents once again super busy with work and Ryan on summer vacation, Sadie was asked to look after him, as had been the norm for the past several years. Knowing that they had a reliable babysitter and knowing that Ryan, now ten, would rather hold a game controller in his hand than a baseball bat, a climbing rope, or backpack straps, the Martins didn’t send Ryan to summer camp. Last thing they needed was Ryan getting into fights with the kids there, too. Besides, they had a pool in the backyard if their son wanted to go swimming.

	So, there he sat on the couch with a handheld videogame console. It was the latest one out on the market from Nintendo. While full-body virtual-reality based consoles were a thing these days, they were considered dangerous for children under the age of thirteen. Nintendo had actually suffered a lawsuit trying to take a “for all ages” approach, but being Nintendo, they were still in business, just like the aftermath of the Wii U disaster that preceded the success of the Switch. Ryan liked handheld consoles though since, thanks to the online e-shop, games could be purchased and downloaded all the way back to the 8-bit era. 

	With the NES now almost 60 years old, and remasterings of old games now a common gaming convention, the line between nostalgic and casual gamer got blurred. While someone like Ryan wouldn’t recognize an NES by the sight of it—not until he got older anyway—he could still purchase and play games from it with relative ease. Of course, none of that mattered to Ryan right now. He was playing the current generation’s Super Smash Brothers and loving every minute of it. And yes, Waluigi had finally made it into the playable roster by this point.

	Sadie, meanwhile, sat on the couch next to him. Ryan sat with the back of his head leaned on her arm, feet over the side of the couch, headphones plugged in. Sadie was currently using her iCube to browse the internet. What’s an iCube? Oh, right that hasn’t been invented yet. Um, it’s like a holographic computer with a 360-degree interface that could expand as wide as a king-size bed or as narrow as a briefcase. Once more, the team from Cupertino amazed the world by having the whole interface contained and booted from a pound and three-quarters colored cube so small it could be carried in a baseball cap. Everything was touch-sensitive with a keyboard summoned only when needed or requested by voice. Sadie wasn’t very savvy with a lot of technology, but she seemed to grasp the interface of the iCube rather intuitively, much like the developers intended from their users, and much unlike people over the age of 70.

	At one point, though, she was so engrossed in her own actions that she hadn’t noticed that Ryan had turned off the game and was looking at the web page she was currently browsing. She was on a blog website with a wallpaper of pencils running up and down the page.

	“www dot homework aider dot blog master dot com?” Ryan said with a puzzled expression. Sadie nearly jumped, having not expected him to be watching her. “You’re a teacher, Aunt Sadie?”

	“What? Oh, no, Ryan. I run this blog to help parents help their children with their homework.”

	“But it’s summer. Why are you looking at that now?” Ryan asked.

	“It’s summer up here, but classes are in session down in the Southern Hemisphere. It’s freezing down there, too.”

	“Really?” Geography was Ryan’s weakest subject, so the idea that Australia, South America, and Africa were in school in the middle of July was a strange concept to him at his current age. Ryan, now more interested in this than his game, sat straight up, next to Sadie. He pushed up on her knee and leaned forward to get a better look. Sadie lightly pushed him back so he wouldn’t glitch the holograms with his body’s presence and then tapped the back of the interface with her hand to push it closer so both of them could see it. She then used the expand function to make the page bigger and more accessible to two people. 

	Ryan watched Sadie scroll through some of the recent comments on her posts. The majority of her postings were based off of some of Ryan’s old homework problems. She also had a few things for the high-school level that went over Ryan’s head. There were even some college-level postings with big words and phrases that made Ryan’s ten-year-old head spin.

	As Sadie checked her message box, Ryan noticed a message that was several years old that had been opened and was still in Sadie’s inbox.

	“Hey,” Ryan pointed to the message, “what’s with that message?”

	“Oh, that one?” Sadie asked. “I never delete that one. It’s special to me.”

	“How come?” Ryan asked. Sadie clicked open the message.

	It read:

	Dear Mrs. Scales,

	I just want to say how grateful I am that a blog like yours exists. My parents expect a lot from me, so your blog has been very helpful to me for so many years. Is it okay if I ask a few questions myself, if I have any?

	—Little Miss Psychic

	Mrs. Scales was Sadie’s pseudonym for the sake of the blog. Even though Sadie was and always had been single for as long as the Martins had known her, she chose to identify with the title of “Mrs.” She thought it gave a better vibe of credibility and professionalism. 

	“She’s the only child who ever approached me like that. I’ve kept in contact with her. She’s a sweet young girl and very mature to be able to use the internet, let alone a blog site, all by herself. She’s homeschooled year-round, so I hear from her a lot.”

	“How do you know she’s really what she says she is?” Ryan asked. He was no stranger, thanks to school lectures and his dad, about people pretending to be something they’re not online.

	“Parents gain nothing posing as their children on my blog, and I’ve known the girl for three years now. Given the number of basic questions she’s had, it’s very unlikely she’s faking it. I even asked your father about that. In fact, she’s right around your age.”

	Something stirred in Ryan and even today he could never exactly tell me what it was he was feeling at the time. When I asked him about it, the best way he could describe the feeling was a mix of excitement and anxiety. He had just learned of the existence of a girl that didn’t know him from a hole in the wall and was exactly his age. Perhaps, if nothing else, he figured, he could make a genuine friend. 

	“Could I talk to her?” Ryan asked.

	Sadie shrugged. “I don’t see why not.” She composed a message:

	Dear Little Miss Psychic,

	I have a nephew that’s just about your age. He wants to message you for a little while, is that okay?

	Sadie sent the message. “If she messages me back, Ryan, I’ll let you know.”

	“Okay!” Ryan said and turned on the console again and continued playing his game. 

	It was well after lunchtime, around 4:30, when Sadie said, “Oh! Ryan, I got a message back. She’s willing to talk to you.”

	Ryan immediately quit the match he was in and shut the peripheral off. He sat up and Sadie got up from the couch to let him sit in front of the iCube. She then went into the kitchen to make some tea and an afternoon snack and let Ryan message away with Little Miss Psychic. It’s hard to convey a discussion taken online into text like this, but I’ll try my best.

	“So, um, you’re around my age?” Ryan typed to the girl.

	“Yes,” came the reply.

	“Cool! I hope we can get along. I don’t have any friends my own age.” Ryan sent back to her.

	“I don’t either,” came the reply.

	“So, what do you like to do for fun?” Ryan asked her.

	“Fun?”

	“Yeah, you know F-U-N. Fun. F is for friends that do stuff together. U is for you and me! All that stuff.”

	“Is that supposed to be a joke?” the girl’s reply came back.

	“No. It’s a reference. Have you never seen the show before? That seems weird. It gets run all the time, even though it’s decades old.”

	“I’m not allowed to watch TV.”

	“Oof. That’s rough. Is that why you don’t have any hobbies?”

	“Yes.”

	Ryan was quickly realizing his messaging partner was someone of few words. He got worried. “Do you…not want to talk to me?” He included the ellipses in the message itself.

	“No. I do.”

	Ryan was now very confused. How could he talk to someone who gave such short, abbreviated responses? He thought about it for a minute before calling out to his aunt. “Aunt Sadie, does the virtual camera work on this thing?”

	“It does, why?”

	“I want to video chat with LMP.”

	“L…M…Oh! Um, sure, I guess. Just be careful!” Sadie called from the other room.

	“I will!” Ryan replied.

	He then got back to messaging his new friend. “Do you want to video chat? Maybe you’re the type of person that finds face to face to be easier to communicate?”

	“Okay.”

	“Great! So, what do you normally use? Discord? Zoom? Virtual Us?” 

	That last one is a new program that isn’t invented in your time, in case you’re wondering.

	There was a delay before a reply came. “Discord seems easy to use. Let me download it.”

	After a brief few minutes of exchanging user information, the pair was finally beginning their first video chat. As Little Miss Psychic answered Ryan’s call, her face came into view. If Ryan ever needed confirmation that she was who she said she was, this essentially confirmed it. The girl did not seem anywhere close to outside his age and she had shoulder length silvery hair, and—surprisingly—naturally occurring purple eyes.

	The sudden removal of anonymity brought Ryan’s brain to a screeching halt. “Um, hi?” tumbled out of his mouth.

	“H-Hello,” the girl responded.

	Ryan swallowed. He’d been so confident up until now, but…now what? Real conversations with people didn’t come with preconstructed dialogue options. “So, um, hi. I’m, um, Ryan.”

	“Violet,” the girl answered.

	“So, um, what do you want to talk about?” Ryan asked, scratching his head.

	“I don’t know,” Violet answered. “Um…maybe you could…tell me more about yourself?” she said, laughing nervously.

	“Oh, um, are you sure? I’m not very interesting,” Ryan responded.

	“I don’t know very many people,” Violet told him. “I’ve been homeschooled since I was little. I’d…like to know more about another person. …Please?”

	Please. The innocent, sincere request gripped Ryan emotionally in a multitude of ways. Never before had someone requested something of him so earnestly. Never before had someone been genuinely interested in what he had to say. Anyone his age who asked Ryan about himself was usually ready with mockery or rudeness before he’d even opened his mouth. But this girl…she was different. She didn’t know anything about him. He didn’t even know where she lived. 

	Ryan swallowed again and a wave of strength washed over him. Suddenly, all of his awkwardness vanished. A renewed well of confidence was sparked by a desire to make a rare, first-time-in-his-life connection with someone his age. “Okay. I’ll tell you anything you want to know about me.”

	It took about a second and a half, but Violet’s face broke out into a wide smile. “Thank you,” she answered.

	The time they spent talking whittled away in a flash. Violet had questions and Ryan had answers. He mostly talked about his hobbies, since Violet quickly found herself fascinated by them.

	Violet nodded vigorously. “Uh huh! Uh huh! And then what happened?” she asked, completely taken with an anime he was summarizing the plot to.

	“Uh, well, I haven’t finished watching it. So, you know, I…”

	Violet looked a tad annoyed. “Finish it then!” Violet demanded.

	“I will!” Ryan exclaimed, laughing. “I’ll have it finished by the next time we talk.”

	Violet giggled. She then gasped.

	“What’s the matter?” Ryan asked her.

	“I…think that’s the first time I can recall laughing like that,” Violet said.

	Ryan chose not to respond. To him, if that was true, that was just sad and saying anything might just be insensitive. 

	Violet, instead, just added, “We’re friends…right?”

	Ryan smiled this time and answered with a sincere and heartfelt. “Yeah,” he said. “Best friends.” He put his hand up to the camera. “You’re…my best friend, Vi.”

	Ryan saw Violet put her hand up to her camera, too. From that moment on, Ryan considered their bond unbreakable. Fantasies swarmed around his head of getting famous, finding Violet, and marrying her. It was a childish dream, many of which in the universe fall apart before long. Did he end up starting a loving romance with his childhood friend? 

	Well, what would be the point in answering that when the narrative could do its job for me?

	 

	September 19th, 2046

	 

	Now in middle school, and eleven years old, Ryan had begun to mature both physically and, even more importantly, mentally. Of course, due to his short fuse reputation spreading around town, his peers still refused to give him the time of day, but thankfully Ryan didn’t need special permission now to stay inside in the library during recess. School policy permitted the choice to go outside or go to the library. Every day he’d go there instead of outside to get a jump start on his homework.

	It didn’t matter to Ryan that he didn’t have any local friends. To him, Violet was the only real friend that he truly needed. In the past year, Ryan and Violet had forged a close bond. They were on video chats almost daily, sometimes for hours. They talked about simple things, like their day, and often talked about intellectual topics they were learning. There were days Violet only wanted to chat via typed text and not voice or video, which was just fine with Ryan. He was just happy to have someone to talk to. 

	However, this particular Wednesday I focus on not because of Ryan’s first ever cherished friendship. In fact, the first leg of it was completed like any other school day on a Wednesday. Ryan was, as always, a hot and sweaty mess as only a middle school student could be after school. He walked in the door and headed upstairs to take his afterschool shower. While he did so, his mother chatted away on the phone.

	“I’m…sorry Doctor Mashima, I think I misheard you. You want me to spearhead the upcoming project?”

	“That’s correct,” the good doctor said to her. Mashima’s voice was husky and sultry. “I believe in you, Ashley. You do good work for the company.”

	“Still, leading a pet project of your choosing just seems so…surreal. Surely there are other researchers far more deserving of such an honor,” Ashley remarked.

	“Ashley, when did you start working for me? I believe it was 2035?”

	Ashley nodded, not that Dr. Mashima could see that. “Yes. I believe you’re correct.”

	“I remember when we met at the company holiday party, you were a nervous wreck, barely a month into your stay,” her boss told her. “Just the sight of me made you faint.”

	“Stop! Stop! I’m getting embarrassed,” Ashley said, touching her quickly blushing cheek.

	Dr. Mashima laughed on the other end. “So, can I count on you?”

	“Of course you can, Doctor. It would be my pleasure,” Ashley answered. “You’re one of the greatest minds this country has. No matter what people say about you, and despite your history, I still think you are one of this nation’s greatest.”

	“You are kind for saying so, Ashley. I don’t often get looked upon with much reverence these days, not since the early 2020s. Even within the company, I can tell some people are just willing to take a paycheck from me, while doing their best to avoid looking me in the eye.”

	“Well, those people are fools,” Ashley declared. “I mean, nine years to the day that you—”

	She was cut off by a loud noise on the other end of the phone.

	“Is everything okay?!”

	She could hear Dr. Mashima coughing. “Yes, everything’s fine. Just a little—”

	There was some beeping.

	“Oh, great. Now the sprinkler system is activating.” Ashley heard movement that made it sound like Dr. Mashima was pulling the phone away from her ear. This was followed by muffled speaking, followed by the sound of the line being hung up. 

	Ashley sighed as she put her cell phone down. It had been a long time since she had to take a job in one of the company’s other buildings elsewhere in the country. The last time, Jason and Ryan had to order in dinner every night when Sadie didn’t stop by to cook for the two. Ashley could not let her boss down, though. Not just because Dr. Mashima was her boss, but because she was one of the most renowned scientists in the country. She had a reputation, and resume, that included helping with cures for multiple types of cancer, a vaccine for AIDS, was instrumental in stopping the Coronavirus pandemic, and had even started to make breakthroughs—along with other scientists—in DNA research that…actually, I don’t quite understand myself. It goes right over my head. Sorry.

	Let’s see, how should I break the news? Maybe I should order in from Domino’s and when Jason asks what the occasion is for, I tell them. Or maybe—

	“MOOOOOOOOOM!” before Ashley could get wrapped up in her thoughts, she heard Ryan’s panicked call from upstairs in his bathroom. Maternal instincts pumping through her veins, she rushed up to the second floor to find her son standing next to the bathroom mirror, hyperventilating. Ashley gasped at what she saw. Across his entire outer shoulder, Ryan’s skin had vanished. However, rather than look like a disgusting bloody mess, the skin had ripped away to reveal green, reptilian scales. 

	“Mom…wh-what is this? I-it doesn’t hurt! I-it feels weird!” Ryan thought he was going to pass out from shock. 

	Ashley had to think of something quick. She had a feeling what was going on. Memories from the Meteor Miracle were rushing to the forefront of her mind. She had to do something or say something to immediately calm Ryan down. 

	“Honey,” she said, “Don’t worry. We’ll figure out what’s going on.” 

	“People are going to make fun of me if they see this. They’re going to laugh at me,” Ryan said, getting more and more worked up.

	“Nobody’s going to laugh at anything,” Ashley said. She put her hands on Ryan’s shoulders. “We can cover it up with bandages and some gauze. Plus, it looks like your T-shirt will fit over it when you’re at school. Just use a stall to change your gym shirt and no one will know. Heck, if it bothers you that much, I’m sure I could let you stay home for a few days.”

	“But…what is it? Mom…what’s happening to me?” Ryan asked, still panicking.

	Ashley didn’t have a good answer. What was she supposed to say? It’s not like his skin was going to magically grow back or something. She needed to buy time. “I…I’ll investigate it.” She forced a smile. “Your mom is a brilliant scientist. She’ll figure it out, okay? Why don’t you apply some lotion if it itches and cover it with a bandage so you don’t pick? You can even have a whole chocolate bar and some fruit punch?” Put some sugar in him and knock him out, she thought. 

	“Okay, Mom,” he said. 

	“Get dressed first though, dear.”

	It didn’t take long before the pre-teen had worn himself into a sugar-crash-induced “coma.”

	Ashley immediately phoned Jason once she confirmed Ryan was deeply asleep. “What do you want to do?” her husband asked, after she told him what had happened from the minute she answered Doctor Mashima’s phone call.

	“I…I don’t know. Should we take him to a doctor?”

	“No,” Jason responded without hesitation. “We’ve never needed to take Ryan to a doctor. We’ve avoided that for good reasons. He hasn’t gotten sick since we took him in. Now all of a sudden you think a doctor is appropriate?”

	Ashley had no response. Jason had her there. 

	It was as Ashley and Jason said. Ryan had never been to a doctor once, not even for a routine checkup. Thanks to Ashley’s master’s degree in biology and Jason’s station in the criminal justice system, Ashley had been the one to administer any necessary vaccines and injections required to give Ryan a public education. Every time she had to give one, she dreaded immense side effects. Thankfully, none had occurred. 

	“Do…do you think we need to tell him the truth?” Ashley asked, worried.

	“Ash, enough, you’re getting hysterical again,” Jason told her. 

	“He’s our son! I have every right to be hysterical! I always knew something like this would happen, but I was not prepared for it to show up like this! He’s ten, Jason! If he was at least a teenager it would be easier to talk to him! He’s scared!” Ashley sniffed loudly, to prevent mucus leakage. 

	Things were quiet between the couple for quite a while after that.

	As you might have already figured out without me saying it, Ryan is not human. Ashley knew that from what happened to her during the Meteor Miracle event. She was afraid, afraid that if Ryan’s biology was too strange from the human he appeared to be, the government would take him away from her and try to study him. Ashley would not allow that. Ryan was her son. She had made a firm commitment. No one would take her little boy away from her. She had been wary of him at first when she and Jason first adopted him, but as Ryan grew up, he acted and behaved just like any other human child. Whatever he was or wherever his home planet was, be it in a galaxy far, far away, or having long since exploded due to its unstable core, he was human enough that Ashley loved him as if he had come from her womb. 

	Ashley took a deep breath and got herself under control as best she could. “There is no way I am leaving you two home without me in his condition. I can’t accept Doctor Mashima’s contract with Ryan like this.”

	“Ash, no! Sadie can look after him with me like she always does! If Doctor Mashima is asking for you again, you don’t want to let her down. Sadie and I can take care of Ryan just fine. Have a little faith, Ash.”

	“I’m not going to abandon our son while he’s going through an identity crisis! What if it’s not just scales? What if he starts breathing fire next?”

	There was another long pause before Jason spoke again. When he did, he told Ashley, “Talk to Sadie.”

	“Not this again! She—”

	“She’s SASHA.”

	Ashley felt like one of the gears in her brain popped out of place and exploded. “…What?!”

	“I did some digging on her. Years ago. Didn’t take long before Steven was calling me and telling me to knock it off. You remember Steven Marshall, right? My old college roommate?” 

	“You can’t be serious,” Ashley said.

	“I wish I was joking,” Jason told her.

	“Why…” Ashely pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head violently, trying to process this. “Why would you keep this from me?”

	“Honestly, I’m probably in big trouble just mentioning it now. I had to sign a gag order. I told Steven I wasn’t comfortable letting her live next door unless I knew more. He sat me down in a small room and put a gag order in front of me. I thought she was going to turn out to be like FBI or Interpol or something. Not…this.”

	Ashley sighed deeply, massaging the bridge of her nose some more.

	“I took an oath as an officer to protect innocent people. I can’t fault anyone who would do the same. I wouldn’t have left Ryan in her care all these years otherwise. I’m only breaking my silence about the truth because if something supernatural is happening to our son, well…I’d bet my salary that the Specially Administered Superhuman Administration should have something to say about that.”

	Ashley groaned, now wiping her face with her hand. “All right, I’ll talk to her. But, next time, if it’s something like this, I want in on the same gag order. Next time I have to cook pasta, you’re getting the coldest noodles.”

	Jason laughed on the other end. “Love you too, Ash. Let me know how it goes. Anyway, gotta get back to work. There are case reports piling on my desk. I’ll see you when I get home.”

	“Same. And…I love you too,” Ashley said and hung up.

	By five o’ clock Ryan was out of bed and up and at things again. Also by this time, Ashley had gotten ahold of Sadie and was visiting next door. Ryan, meanwhile, had opened up his own iCube and was chatting away with Violet. 

	“So, I’m going through a personal crisis and my mom said I can stay home from school for a few days.” The lights were off as he lay down on his stomach on his bed, his face illuminated only by the iCube itself.

	“Is that going to affect your education?” Violet asked him.

	“It shouldn’t,” Ryan stated, though the sideways glance of his eyes suggested he was thinking about it.

	Violet stared back at him with a serious look. “I’m glad I’m not in your shoes. I don’t know if my parents would be as understanding if I had a personal crisis.”

	Ryan, perplexed, tilted his head. “What do you mean? Parents are supposed to help their kids when they aren’t in peak physical or emotional condition.”

	“They…are?” Violet asked as if the concept was alien to her.

	“…Vi?” Ryan asked, reaching for the hologram projecting her face.

	“I…I need to go talk to my dad about something. Talk later, okay?” She then quickly hung up and went offline. Ryan was, understandably, concerned, but after Violet didn’t come back online quickly, he went back to playing video games.

	In the meantime, Ashley was having tea with Sadie.

	“Thanks for seeing me, Sadie,” Ashley said.

	“Anything for friends,” Sadie said, pouring Ashley a cup of tea. Ashley’s fingers trembled as she held up the cup. 

	“Friends, right. So friendly that my husband had to find out your true profession just to trust you.”

	Sadie almost dropped the teapot. Fortunately, she managed to keep hold of it long enough to set it down gently and take a seat.

	“Jason said you might know something about what’s happening to Ryan. Or, if not you, then one of your…co-workers? Partners?”

	“Teammates,” Sadie stated, giving the correct terminology.

	“Right, fine, whatever. Point is, I’m…going to tell you something important to me, something that I’ve only ever told Jason. Ashley took a deep breath. “It was nine years ago on
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