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To Rosalie and Sawyer

I hope you see the endless possibilities before you

And seize those that bring you happiness and meaning
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Nico’s Flying Venice


Chapter 1
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“X-ray. X-ray. X-ray. Why didn’t you warn me?” Neil Ericson yelled, fleeing the gilded St. Mark’s Basilica as if escaping captivity.

“X-ray?” Nico Colombo tensed, waiting for whatever had spooked Neil to emerge from the basilica. The first sign of life in his Venice sim—had to be part of the academy trial sim he’d hacked and merged with his landscape.

Something guarded their first task.

Opulent marble statues of horses and saints crowned the enormous Romanesque cathedral. Within external arches, religious mosaic murals composed from tiny glass squares generated a gleam as if Heaven itself lit St. Marks. Nico’s first view of the basilica since his mother’s death.

No guard emerged. Nico frowned. Neil wasn’t the sort to spook easily. Despite being just sixteen, Neil had thwarted the Dahaka attack upon Space City just a couple months prior. So what caused his alarm now?

Nico used his wrist-comp, strapped over the left arm of his gray explorer suit, to summon his scouts. The dozen firefly-like machines closed in from around the square and zipped around Nico’s head as if anxious for a command.

An angel statue crashed to the pavement, crushing a couple of the bots. Nico ducked, sidestepping. The remaining scouts scattered. Nico eyed the basilica’s roof, expecting some formidable guard. Only the statues stood waiting, minus the one lying shattered at his feet.

A red warning flashed on Nico’s wrist-comp, alerting him that three bots were offline. He bit his lower lip. A quarter of his scouts lost in the first few minutes of exploring the sim.

Had the statue fallen on its own?

Nico shook his head. Not in a sim. Did someone or something knock it over, then retreat from view? Possibly, but this is a fourth-year sim trial. Think outside the box.

Neil’s prior warning hit. X-ray. Nico blinked, thinking of x-rays, or more accurately, RF-waves, but everyone called them x-ray. His contacts activated, transforming the world into a wall of bright blue, as if he were seeing the world according to their heat signatures. Lines of red symbols appeared on the blue wall, roughly where the front of St. Mark’s began. Nico couldn’t read them.

He blinked once, deliberately; the contacts snapped a picture of the symbols, which he could send to his wrist-comp for deciphering.

Above the lines a giant red, orange, and yellow exoskeleton appeared on the basilica roof’s edge, studying him. As if comprehending it had been spotted, the insect leapt to the ground, sending a massive shiver through the concrete and up Nico’s legs. Nico tensed to steady himself.

Standing on the ground, the creature’s head was level with the angel statues on the roof. The insect’s long neck and head rocked back and forth like an old-fashioned metronome. Or a swinging hypnotist’s tool. Two front arms, like scythes, cut the air between them. A couple of swipes from those would cleave him into neatly sliced layers, like a stack of pancakes oozing with jelly.

A small part of Nico’s mind screamed, it’s a sim. End it!

Laser fire struck the bulbous right orb, one of two on the insect’s head. As its arms covered the orbs, hands seized Nico’s shoulders, pulling him backward.

“Do you want to bathe in stomach acid?” Neil fired a second shot from the weapon system in his suit, the lasers bursting forth from gloved fingertips.

Nico deactivated the contacts so he could run. Neil jerked Nico further along the Piazza.

“No, the clock tower.” Nico redirected Neil toward the Torre dell’ Orologio.

A marble winged lion, perched on a ledge above the clock tower face, roared in fury at the creature. Right then Nico wished he hadn’t rendered the lion immobile.

The boys raced under the arch to the clock tower entrance. Nico looked back instinctively. Empty as a school in the evening. Why was the insect only visible via x-ray?

Nico yanked open the door. He shoved Neil inside and dove in after. The thud of the insect colliding with the rebounding door shook the walls.

This must be what the three little pigs felt like with a wolf at the door, Nico decided.

The clock tower’s tiny room, with a tight spiral staircase and a trapdoor in the floor, offered little protection.

Nico lunged for the trapdoor, hauling it open by an iron ring. “This way.”

Support braces, interlaced like the underside of a wooden pier, floated over open sky. Below the braces, clouds mimicked cushions as if to break a fall.

Neil backed away. “You go that way. I’m trying the stairs.”

“The staircase leads to the clock’s machinery. This is our only escape.” Not waiting for a reply, Nico scrambled through the floor onto the wooden support braces that connected the entire city from below.

The door splintering behind Neil compelled him down through the hole. They scooted across the support braces until silence enveloped them like a guardian angel.

Despite the hush, Nico shivered. Adrenaline coursed through him. What sort of creature was that guard?

Neil clung to a support beam, casting furtive glances at the sky below. “Ever notice the pull of gravity becomes tangible near a ledge?”

Nico didn’t respond, but he was second guessing his decision to make Venice a floating landscape right about now. He could’ve created secret tunnels instead.

“If I fell, how far does it go?” Neil asked.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Nico replied hastily, reaching out a hand to stop Neil if he tried.

Neil’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t.”

Nico pulled his hand back and focused on his wrist-comp, summoning his scouts. Neil punched him for an answer.

“I thought a fourth-year trial sim would be great.” Nico didn’t look up.

“Fourth year? We just completed our first!”

Nico scrunched his nose. He hadn’t worked all year on his Venice landscape just to pair it with a petting zoo trial.

“The danger setting is high?” Neil asked.

Nico hesitated, then nodded. With the danger setting on high, everything in the sim operated realistically. If the creature had caught them, it would be enjoying Nico and Neil skewers right about now. Well, the insect wasn’t literally real, and their bodies remained inside the metal cages that generated the sim, so they’d be figurative skewers? Either way, the sim operated so realistically that if it had caught them, they’d literally be brain dead. Normally the high danger setting was only used when the Academy needed the fourth-year students on maximum alert while preparing them for special missions. The instructors were always involved and could quickly eliminate the sim in an emergency. In such a sim, emergency personnel were also waiting in the sims facility during the duration of the trial.

Today, they were on their own.

“Well, why did you create an invisible, giant insect for this sim?” Neil’s face reddened. “You couldn’t create a more reasonable creature for a high danger setting?”

“I didn’t. Came with the trial.”

Neil huffed. “Fourth year. Right. So where we headed? That trapdoor is probably buried under rubble.”

Nico grinned and pulled up the Venice map on his wrist-comp. “There are dozens more.”

“Great. How far? I’d prefer not to keep testing my fear of heights.”

“That depends. What did you find in St. Mark’s?”

“How does that affect where the closest trapdoor is?”

Nico shook his head. “I’m trying to determine which direction we need to go. So?”

Neil’s face soured. “A 3D printer and a data drive.”

“What was on the data drive?”

“You know; I didn’t think to check because that giant insect showed up the moment I found them. Now can we go?”

The trapdoors were marked in red. The closest one was—

Nico mentally leapt, as if he’d just won a free, special edition, signed copy of his favorite comic. Their destination was the Costellazione Palace.

“What are you smiling about?” Neil asked.

“I know where we’re headed. Come on.” Nico changed the basic settings for the scouts to include scanning x-rays and sent them toward the Palace.

Every couple of minutes, while they moved from brace to brace, Nico felt a twinge in his back, as if they were being watched. Each time he panicked a little and activated his contacts to search for the creature. No red indicators.

Viewing the world as a blue canvas was even more unsettling. He wished that part wasn’t necessary. The contacts emitted a low-power RF signal. Everything in the environment reflected those signals, but the contacts used a standard background subtraction algorithm to eliminate static objects, thus the blue screen. Nico wondered how it was possible for the creature to avoid reflecting regular light.

Forty minutes passed while they navigated the braces to the trapdoor leading up into the Costellazione Palace. He’d always called it the Palace. A buzz grew and the remaining scouts appeared; a bubble welled up in his chest as he remembered he’d already lost a few.

The scouts ringed the trapdoor, waiting for Nico to open it, before they zoomed into the Palace. Despite his anticipation to see the place, he waited for the scouts to finish surveillance.

They delivered an all-clear notice to his wrist-comp.

Holding his breath, Nico climbed into a childhood love. His re-creation of the Palace stayed faithful to his memory, but with a few embellishments thrown in. The trapdoor led into the old theater’s sole screen room. The walls, painted like a medieval version of Venice, had an added glow to mimic the city as it would’ve looked lit by night fires and lanterns.

In the real Palace, lights on the ceiling depicted the constellations as seen from Venice. Here, Nico took the liberty of making those constellations shimmer in the air, rotating as they would in the night sky as the seasons passed. Occasionally, a constellation light blinked like those on a passing aircraft as one of the scouts passed through it.

The Palace’s marble floors, decorated in complex geometric patterns, created the illusion that one always stood on the highpoint, as if the ground shifted as one moved about the room. Few children lived on Torcello island to the northeast of Venice where Nico had grown up, so he had regularly ridden a vaporetto over, telling his father he was visiting his ma. He’d always spent at least some time in St. Mark’s Square or here in the Palace. Many times after watching a movie, he’d remained seated, staring up at the constellations on the ceiling and dreaming up his own stories. Never had he anticipated he might one day fashion worlds like this himself.

Neil slammed the trapdoor shut, took a quick glance around the place as if to assure himself they were actually safe, then removed his pack. He fished out the 3D printer and a penny-sized silver data drive.

Annoyed that Neil had taken no more than a cursory glance of the Palace, Nico joined him to inspect the devices. The 3D printer, an obsidian rod, resembled the batons passed in a relay race. It possessed a QC code. Neil opened the cover on the ink slot. Empty.

“Can I see that?” Nico asked.

Neil handed Nico the printer and turned his attention to the data drive.

Nico scanned the QC code. A little message popped up on the wrist-comp screen.

3D printer connected. Ready to print.

This 3D printer was made in Giudecca’s Women’s Prison.

Nico’s heart trembled arrhythmically.

Giudeccas’ inmates made simple clothing, sequin-encrusted women’s bags, and jewelry. They could never fashion a 3D printer, so the last line was a clue. But why there? The academy couldn’t know—

“Weird.” Neil didn’t look up from his wrist-comp. “Only thing on this data drive is a key diagram. Nothing about where to use it. Find anything?”

Nico debated cutting the sim short right then. Give Neil some excuse for why they had to stop. Nico hadn’t returned to the prison after his ma’s death, even to visit his adopted aunts.

“Nico, find anything with that QC code?”

Ending the sim abruptly would only invite the unwanted questions, but Nico decided he’d only give Neil what he needed to know. “Yeah, the printer’s from a women’s prison on La Giudecca Island. It’s a short boat ride south of Venice.” Nico turned his back on Neil and watched his aerial constellations. They’d drifted into a Fall alignment.

“We need to print this key and unlock something in the prison, then,” Neil reasoned.

Nico nodded. Was Giudecca’s inclusion in the trial a sign the instructors knew he was the son of a murderer? He’d not shared that information with anyone since moving to Space City.

Alarms on Nico’s wrist-comp sounded off. Neil jumped to his feet, Nico a step behind. Several heads bobbed in the front row of chairs like whack-a-mole on an energy drink. Flashes of yellow fur and small buck teeth—combined with hisses and growls—cleared the front row of chairs to the second. New ones replaced the old. The scratching of claws on the floor suggested more out of sight.

Pounding on the door behind them, close to the ground like tiny battering rams, spurred Nico to action. He pivoted toward the trapdoor to retreat, but it had vanished, leaving a gaping hole in the floor. Nico braced his legs and leaned over the hole, peering down. The support braces around the trapdoor had also vanished in a perfect square pattern; those remaining no longer looked secure.

Neil pointed toward the far wall. “Side exit.”

Nico slipped the 3D printer into his pack and ran. The little beasts cleared two rows at a time in pursuit. Nico rounded the last row of chairs and halted, Neil beside him. Halfway to the exit loomed a second square hole in the floor.

“Another trapdoor, Nico?”

Light washed down on their heads from a new hole in the ceiling. Sunlight poured in, obscuring one constellation. For a second Nico feared the insect had found them, but a quick check of x-ray indicated that wasn’t the case.

The creatures reached the closest chairs and leapt, teeth flashing. Nico thought of rabid gophers. He pointed his fingers at one and fired his suit lasers, knocking it backward. Neil fired at others. A couple landed at Nico’s feet and he kicked, knocking one down the hole in the floor. Goal! But now all the chairs in the theater appeared covered in the gophers.

“We can’t fight them all. Get going.” Neil fired two-handed into the mass of bodies.

A narrow ledge between the hole and the wall was just wide enough that Nico thought he could walk it. He stepped forward, terrified he’d get knocked off balance and tumble down the hole.

The gophers piled onto the floor between them and the door. Nico shot at those closest, trying to clear a path while creeping along the ledge. He reached the far side of the hole. Searing pain in his left leg revealed one gopher he’d missed, and it had bitten his leg. He kicked it loose and charged forward. Little bodies slammed into his legs. One landed on his shoulder and bit into his bicep. Nico howled in pain, but shot it off with his good arm.

At the exit, Nico threw himself into the door, bursting out onto a constricted street. Neil plunged through behind him, along with several of the creatures. Nico shoved the door closed. Neil shot those that had made it out. Across the street, a wood pile was stacked against a building. Neil retrieved a block and jammed it through the door handle until it wedged against the wall.

Nico slumped away from the door. He stepped onto one of the dead creature’s bodies then dodged away, half fearing it might reanimate. He checked his shoulder and legs where he’d been bitten, but the suit had absorbed the damage. The bites stung, but that was it.

He activated the contacts to verify no giant insects lurked nearby. Rows of symbols appeared in red on the side of the Palace, similar to what he’d seen on St. Mark’s Basilica.

“There’s something here in x-ray.” Nico reached up and touched the symbols, but felt only the bricks.

“What?” Neil asked.

Nico couldn’t read the symbols. He summoned the scouts, which emerged through the hole in the Palace roof. They scanned the symbols and relayed them to his wrist-comp. He set these lines up, as well as the others, in the deciphering program.

No other buildings on the empty street was marked with the red symbols, so Nico deactivated the contacts.

Neil scanned a gopher body with his wrist-comp. “Your scouts suck at giving us a heads-up.”

“They gave us an alarm.”

“Once the creatures were already there.” Neil jabbed a finger at the theater.

“They gave us a few seconds head start. Not much, but we escaped.” Nico was puzzled himself as to why the scouts had missed the creatures, but he hadn’t spotted them with his contacts either.

Neil shook his head, eyes narrowed. He pointed down the street. “Let’s get going before something else shows up.”

Nico wanted to defend the scouts further, but he’d just have to prove their value.

Silence haunted the street, penned in by multi-story buildings, with diverse hues, like checkered cliffs. They seemed to press inward, squeezing like a vice, so that Nico picked up his pace. His wrist-comp beeped six hours, causing him to jump.

“No wonder those creatures from the Palace, the Mydaers, were pissed.” Neil stared at his wrist-comp. “They’re from Gleeson. I’d be a little deranged if I had to smell the Malsain all the time, too.”

Nico chuckled. The lizard-like Malsain reeked, like a fraternity bathroom the day after a major party.

“There’s some crazy creatures on that planet.” Neil’s voice sounded excited, like he hoped they’d run into some along the way.

Nico was torn between pulling the information up to learn as much as possible, or ignoring it to avoid freaking himself out. After all, the sim couldn’t have all the creatures that lived on Gleeson.

Taps on a window drew Nico’s attention. Mydaers swarmed toward them on the ground and walls.

“Neil!”

Nico ran, cutting down the next street toward the Grand Canal, roughly ten feet ahead. His brain registered the clap before a yellow awning crashed to the ground further up the street paralleling the docks. A half dozen scouts circled overhead and Nico realized his wrist-comp flashed red. He had accidently silenced the alarm during the chaos inside the Palace. Nico activated his contacts in time to see the insect creature rising from beneath the awning. Nico froze, hoping the insect wouldn’t notice them.

Retreat was impossible. Too many Mydaers behind.

Deactivating the contacts, Nico spotted several gondolas, propelled by Pegasus-wings, floating on the Grand Canal.

“Try for it?” Nico whispered.

A loud clap, like two sledgehammers clanging against each other.

“Go!” Neil shoved Nico forward and they charged for the closest gondola.

The canal was so close. As Nico leapt, sharp pain sliced his back; a blow sent him flying.

He struck the gondola and clung to its side. His ribs spasmed, while his legs dangled. A wing from the gondola dug into his side.

Neil hauled himself onboard, then hurried over and pulled Nico in. Nico immediately activated his contacts. On the dock’s edge, the creature leaned forward. It pawed at the open air in the canal, crouched to leap, then shuffled sideways, keeping pace with the gondola. The mydaers all stayed a safe distance behind the creature, observing.

The pain from the wound on Nico’s back forced him to curl in on himself, breathing through the ache from his ribs. The cut chilled him, as if someone had poured liquid nitrogen into the wound.

“I think that thing poisoned me,” Neil said. “It got me and now my arm is numb.”

“Got me, too,” Nico gasped. He decided the insect wasn’t attacking for now and deactivated his contacts.

Neil clutched his shoulder, but his eyes widened as he noticed Nico’s back. Neil crouched beside him. “These cuts don’t look deep. Suit took most of the damage, but the coloration around the wound is weird. Sort of bluish.”

Nico remembered the alarm he’d gotten from the scouts. They’d have scanned the creature this time. “The scouts—” Pain in his ribs cut his words short. He doubled back over. Panting, he forwarded the message to Neil. “We’ve got details on it from the scouts.”

The gondola had drifted deeper into the canal, but not so far the insect couldn’t spring across the distance. Yet, it hadn’t. Perhaps it feared the gondola would collapse under its weight.

"Wish I had a supersized fly swatter about now," Nico said.

Neil chuckled as he checked the information retrieved from the academy database after the scouts scanned and identified the creature. “When we get out of here, you need to expand the range on the scouts.”

Nico started to argue it was his fault they missed the scouts’ alarm, but he became conscious of missing weight. Pulse quickening, he scanned the gondola. Empty but for them.

“Neil, my pack!”

Neil looked up from his wrist-comp, expression uncomprehending. “What?”

“My pack is gone.” Nico checked the docks back the way they’d come. Clinging to the dock’s edge about fifty yards back was his pack.

“It’s fine. I’ve still got mine.” Neil went back to scrolling. “So listen, this thing is called a Pandirus.”

Nico watched helplessly as they drifted further away. “The 3D printer was in my pack. We can’t print the key for Giudeccas!”

Neil didn’t answer. How could he be so unconcerned? Without the printer, they might not complete their next task. They’d have to give up. But maybe he didn’t care.

Nico pursed his lips. He had spent months creating his sim, and less than two hours in they were close to failing.

A few shadows crossed over the gondola. The scouts! Nico jumped to his feet, groaning from the pain in his ribs. Tapping a couple buttons on his wrist-comp, he sent the scouts after the pack. The scouts simultaneously rotated to face the pack, scrunching together as if to consult amongst themselves. After a second, they shot forward in unison.

“Listen to this.” Neil ran a finger over the screen. “Pandirus possess tremendous ability to track enemy pheromones from a distance of two or three miles away. Once a Pandirus locates a target, it stalks for hours.”

Was Neil trying to convince him to give up?

Nico gritted his teeth, not about to be coerced into dropping out. He could complete a fourth year sim.

By this point, the scouts had managed to lift the pack several feet off the ground and drifted out over the canal in pursuit. Nico clenched his fists triumphantly.

“Holy crap, listen to this!” Neil practically bounced in the gondola. He must’ve found something he thought would sway Nico.

“I’m not ending the sim early.” Nico crossed his arms.

“What?” Neil looked up from his reading, frowning. He shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. Listen. A Pandirus will try to pierce its enemies with its pincer-like arms, then retreat. The arms inject a neurotoxin that sends false signals to the brain telling it that the body is freezing to death. Over hours up to a day, the neurotoxin spreads throughout the body, convincing the brain that everything is shutting down.”

Nico closed his eyes, breathing deeply to manage the pain and calm his nerves.

“The Pandirus waits until its enemy is completely immobilized, then moves in and devours it alive.”

Neil rotated his wrist-comp toward Nico, showing a picture depicting a Pandirus clutching a bloody, unrecognizable carcass between its lance-arms.

“So how do we heal ourselves?”

Neil resumed reading. “Not sure. Just says seek immediate medical help.”

Nico turned his attention back to his scouts. They’d covered half the distance. Did it matter if they got the printer back? The timer on his wrist-comp showed they had six hours remaining to complete their tasks, and they’d presumably need a majority of that time. How long until the neurotoxin made completing the tasks impossible? Ignoring the danger to himself was one thing. He couldn’t put Neil’s life at risk simply to beat a fourth-year trial for fun.

As if to punctuate this line of thought, Nico’s pack slid to the side, perched precariously. His breath caught in his throat. He wanted to shout, to warn the scouts, for all the good it’d do. The pack slipped off and plummeted toward the clouds like a reverse sky dive.

The scouts raced after the pack. Nico grabbed the gondola rail, peering over. His pack rapidly dwindled. Why had he created gondolas with wings? If he’d given them jet engines, he could’ve retrieved the pack himself.

Minutes later, to his horror, the scouts leveled out, having lost the pack on radar. It had long since disappeared from view. Their only means of completing the next task. The pack shouldn’t have fallen faster than the scouts flew, yet somehow they’d lost it. Maybe Neil was right.

Plopping down onto the gondola hull, Nico seized his hair in his hands. Time to drop out before the neurotoxin turned them into ice sculptures.

Escape wasn’t a bright red button on Nico’s wrist-comp. Nor could he simply reset the sim. Instead, to end the sim prior to trial completion, he had a code word.

Carpe Diem.

He had chosen it as a code word first because though it might be clichéd, he felt he had done just that by creating this sim. More importantly, he chose it to deter himself from quitting just because things got too hard. Quitters and Carpe Diem never fit together. Quitters and cowardice, or lazy, even with impatience or stupidity, but never linked to seize the day.

Nico opened his mouth, but that was as far as he got. He couldn’t utter the words. They were his rallying cry. The first time he had hacked into the academy database, he had stumbled in while searching for help in his programming class. He’d been so mortified that for the next three days he had refused to touch a computer. Programming had been overwhelming, yet hacking into the school database had happened effortlessly. Perhaps he was a natural criminal after all, he’d reasoned.

But no punishment had come and the stress of completing his class project had driven him back into the database to study the school sims. Comparing the programming code to what he observed within the sims had made everything click. Instructor Collins had lauded Nico’s work after that, and urged him to create his own sims.

Seize the day.

That his success had occurred after hacking into the academy database still bothered him. His mother had tainted him. But that knowledge hadn't stopped him.

“Listen to this.” Neil tapped Nico’s leg with his foot. “The Pandirus’ speed enables it to close in and attack swiftly. A light grenade serves as the most effective weapon, particularly when fired from a light launcher or drone. If the Pandirus gets close enough for hand use of a light grenade, it’s too late.”

Nico closed his eyes and placed two fingers on the bridge of his nose. How many ways could he screw this up?

Neil tapped his shoulder. “Now we know how to fight it.”

“But no way to get one.”

Neil shook his head.

“My packs gone,” Nico said. Neil continued to stare, so Nico added, “3D printer went with it.”

Neil bit his lip, then shrugged. “We’ll find another way.”

Nico laughed, not liking the anxiety he heard there, and switched to x-ray. The Pandirus continued to pace the gondola. “Can we call a temporary truce until we find some weapons? Make it a fair fight.”

The Pandirus pounded its front arms.

Nico turned back to Neil. “I don’t think he’s amenable to an arms race.”

“We’ll figure out something.”

Neil might. He was a team captain and had defeated the Dahaka leader. Nico pushed away the question of whether he’d invited Neil to explore the sim with him for that very reason.
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Chapter 2
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The Venezia Santa Lucia drifted into view. Nico’s first instinct was to cry upon seeing the railway station. What wouldn’t go wrong? Was the sim trial toying with him? The gondola had carried them the wrong direction to the canal’s western entrance. La Giudecca Island lurked below the Grand Canal’s southeast mouth.

The clock tower face crowned the Venezia, causing Nico to do a double-take. The Torre dell’ Orologio’s top half had been replicated on top of the railway station. Roman numerals from one to twenty-four surrounded the unique clock tower’s face to keep time while another hand marked the zodiac cycle. On top of that, the clock tracked the phases of the sun and moon in a center circle. Basically a feat created by engineers to impress girls because they didn’t know how to talk to them. Was the clock tower’s presence on the railway station roof a reminder of the time left in the trial?

Numerous gondolas and the larger vaporettos plied the waters in front of the railway station and Via Liberta bridge, which connected Venice to the mainland. Half the robust bridge was highway, the other half train tracks.

Their gondola drifted toward simple concrete steps that led to a square in front of the railway station. They had no paddles to steer the gondola away. A few scant minutes remained until it delivered them on a silver platter to the Pandirus.

Gasping from a sudden lack of breath, Nico activated his contacts and searched the station grounds. The Pandirus had vanished. When had it stopped following? Had it actually granted them a truce? It would be the first time an animal in any academy sim acted in such an intelligent manner.

“Neil, did you—”

“See the Pandirus disappear? It’s probably lying in wait for the neurotoxin to cripple us.”

Nico shook his head. “The RF waves pass through walls. If the Pandirus was close, we’d see it.”

The gondola docked. From the outside, the railway station resembled a mall. An abandoned one.

“Is this the place?” Neil asked.

“No.” Nico shivered, feeling like something stared at him. Or was he simply paranoid? “The gondola carried us the wrong way.”

“What now?”

Nico shrugged. “Hope the gondola takes off again and carries us to La Giudecca?”

An envelope icon and a beep on his wrist-comp alerted him to a new message.

Replacement supplies available inside.

Last chance for restock.

Nico grinned in relief. Most sim trial’s had a supply depot. Participants could obtain items necessary to complete tasks. Depots typically provided temporary shelter, too.

“Bet we’ll find a replacement printer inside.” Neil leapt from the gondola to the dock.

If they were lucky, the depot would have drones to help locate and avoid the Pandirus. Would it be too much to hope for a drone with missiles?

“You coming?” Neil arched an eyebrow.

Nico’s stomach grumbled. How could he be hungry with the Pandirus hunting them? Perhaps his hunger offered a sign that they had found safety. A ridiculous idea, but it gave Nico the courage to step off the gondola.

*****
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THE SUPPLY DEPOT WAS in the far right corner past ticket counters, chairs, and restrooms. The depot held far more than they needed to complete the trial a dozen times. Backup explorer suits and wrist-comps. Printing materials such as thermoplastics, rubber, porcelain, clay, numerous types of metal and titanium alloys, aluminum, metal and ceramic powders, and paper.

And 3D printers!

Nico grabbed one of the small black cylinders. Not a weapon, true, but it would print light grenades.

In addition to the printer, they stocked up on metal and titanium alloys, Nico putting his in a new pack. A quick search of the depot revealed no light grenades, but several light launchers. “How do they have launchers, but no grenades?” He grabbed two of the launchers, which resembled futuristic crossbows.

“No drones either,” Neil said from across the room.

Nico huffed. If this were a real mission, they’d be equipped with a drone. Why disallow them in a sim trial? It was like taking a math exam without the use of a calculator. In real world situations he’d have access to both.

Disgruntled by the academy’s unfair restrictions, Nico searched through the medical supplies and found salves and bandages for his back and Neil’s shoulder. His back had numbed, but his lungs felt raw, as if he’d exercised in frigid weather.

“Neil, will you help me?” Nico held out a rag and pointed over his shoulder.

Neil joined him and took the rag, dousing it in alcohol before dabbing at the wound to clean away the blood. It felt as if Neil had inserted a dry ice knife in his back.

After cleaning the wound, Neil applied a salve, then covered it with a bandage. Nico returned the favor, cleaning up Neil’s shoulder.

They replaced their damaged explorer suits with new ones. “I’m going to print out a few light grenades before we leave.”

Nico had the light grenade diagram and ingredients list on his wrist-comp, which Neil had given him after the Dahaka encounter on Mars. If this got them safely through the sim trial, he’d load Neil up with candy from his father’s store.

“I’ll handle the key,” Neil replied.

Nico grabbed the ingredients from the shelves and poured them into the printer, then spread a print cloth on the ground. Tingling with excitement—this would be his first ever light grenade—Nico activated the print job.

The black rod rose into the air, floating. A thin red laser from the printer moved back and forth over the print cloth, building the first of six light grenades.

“I found some dried purple melon and jerky.” Neil offered Nico bottled water.

The depot also carried candy from his father’s store. Nico’s stomach rumbled again as he perused the treats. Caramel toffees, rainbow beans, chocolate spacecraft and planets...and coconut cakes! After all they’d endured so far, Nico felt he deserved coconut cakes. In fact, if things went bad, these might be his last.

He devoured six.

Stomach fat and happy as a pig, Nico tossed four more cakes into his pack. He’d have them for a celebration if they finished the trial.

The print job finished. Nico scooped up the grapefruit-sized silver grenades. He wrapped them individually in print cloths for modest protection; three he eased into his pack while the other trio he gave to Neil.

Neil zipped up his pack. “Time to move out. Wasted an hour already.”

Nico thought he could stand to waste a few more. Hide out in the station. Let the timer dwindle. But then they might as well end the sim now.

The insults his classmates would hurl at him for such cowardice propelled him to the railway station exit. He paused at the doors, shoulders tensed. Neil raised his arm to leave, but Nico blocked him.

“Let me check if the scouts found anything first.” Nico knew full well the scouts hadn’t. He’d have heard the alerts. Double-checking gave him a few extra seconds. But with each passing second, he found himself increasingly rooted in place. His stomach gurgled. Was it fear, the effects of the neurotoxin, or simply all those coconut cakes he’d eaten?

Neil raised his light launcher, one grenade loaded and ready to fire. Nico fished out his own weapon and a grenade. It felt good to have something to defend himself with.

“Ready?” Neil asked.

Nico nodded.

They both opened a door and stepped outside, the square empty. At the docks, gondolas and vaporettos waited. Finger beside the trigger, Nico scanned the perimeter, then remembered the Pandirus had last come from the roof of St. Mark’s. A jolt of terror ran up his backside. He spun, raising his light launcher. He nearly shot the marble lion on the clock tower ledge before realizing it wasn’t the Pandirus.

Neil tapped Nico’s shoulder and he spun again. Neil pointed at the docks. “Let’s get going.”

They rushed down the steps to the square. As Nico ran, he once more fought the urge to activate his contacts. Trust the scouts.

A vaporetto was the closest option, so Nico leapt aboard the waterbus. As soon as his feet hit the deck, the vaporetto decamped, shifting out into the canal as he angled for the cabin.

The waterbus pitched.

The impact knocked Nico off his feet. His chin struck the deck as did the light launcher. The grenade fired and soared overboard. Nico grappled for anything to right himself. He activated his contacts. The Pandirus stepped toward him, rocking the vaporetto again.

Arms flailing, chest hollow, Nico slid across the deck toward the Pandirus. He wanted to shout, to scream Carpe Diem. The words came out as a wheeze. In his mind he howled it over and over.

A blinding red light, bursting out from the Pandirus’ face, forced Nico to shield his own. A concussive blast followed. Heat singed Nico’s face and the vaporetto pitched again. He blinked rapidly, vision clearing enough to reveal the Pandirus was gone.

He sat up, searching for the creature. It was off the boat, some distance away now. Back on the docks, it appeared. He deactivated his contacts to locate his weapon.

Neil reloaded. “Got it.”

“Didn’t do much damage, though,” Nico lamented. His weapon lay wedged near the front of the vaporetto.

“That’s a second one on shore. The first fell overboard.”

Nico grabbed the cabin wall to pull himself to his feet. “Two?”

Neil nodded, already aiming at the docks, but didn’t fire.

Nico re-activated his contacts. The remaining Pandirus marched along the shore, staring down the canal as if searching for its partner, then let out a piercing wail.

Nico and Neil both clapped their hands over their ears.

In his mind, Nico replayed the last—What was it? Thirty seconds or so? Seemed a lot longer. Leaping onto the vaporetto, charging for the cabin, the boat pitching as a Pandirus landed on deck, him falling hard and sliding toward it, and—

“No. No. No.” Nico shut off the contacts and pulled up the sim code on his wrist-comp.

“What is it? Neil asked, hands still clasped over his ears.

“Carpe Diem.” Nico cycled through the code—he could
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