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Year: 2335

“Katia! Katia, wake up!”

Katia rolled over, blinking sleepily. Her bedroom was lighted only by dim starlight coming through the grated window. Outside, the sloping roof of the nearby house was visible. She brushed her hair out of her eyes as her brother shook her shoulder.

“Frank? What’s wrong . . .?”

A shot was fired, followed a second later by a blast of yellow light. Katia flinched as a detonation hit the house, accompanied by an earsplitting noise. Frank was pulling her out of bed.

“Wait, are we going outside? My shoes . . .”

She fumbled in the darkness for her DArt-48, stumbling over the locked metal trunk that held her most treasured possessions. A tell-tale scent seeped into her nose as the grenade explosion chemicals saturated the walls. She searched desperately for her weapon, her face a shadowy outline streaked by intermittent light. Catching sight of the DArt by the gleam of another explosion, she grabbed it while shoving a tiny gas protector, made of a clear material, over her nose. The detonation chemicals were intended to explode the grenades, not specifically to kill people, but they often caused death if inhaled.

“Come on!” Frank exclaimed.

He grabbed her hand before she could finish putting on the only shoes she could find, woolen house slippers. Hopping because the shoes were only half on, she scurried across the living room, which was drenched in fire and chemical stench. Her parents hustled her and her brother towards a small shelter hidden in the ground, accessed by a back way into the woods. Their neighbors had told them about it. The neighbors were invaders and weren’t supposed to tell EC anything, but common sense had preempted tradition in a tiny town like this.

“We’ll be safe in here. Safe. If they rob the house and don’t find anyone there, they’ll leave. They won’t kill us,” her mother gasped. “Be calm. Be calm!”

Katia felt uncomfortable. She was calm. Tears were running down her mother’s face, but Katia was quite stable. It was embarrassing to be calm when one’s mother was so obviously losing control.

“Well, I guess that answers our question,” Frank remarked. “We’ve got to leave now.”

He stood silhouetted against the opening of the shelter. Katia fumbled with her weapon in the darkness. Finally, she found the activation button. The charge light was at thirty percent—enough for ten rounds.

“Yikes, it’s low. Don’t fire unless you have to,” Frank commented, noticing the charge knob. It was the only light in the shelter. Above it, Katia’s face looked almost alien, pale green, with abnormally large eyes. “You’ll miss most of them anyway.”

Katia was indignant. “I never miss! Well, sometimes, but not all the time . . .”

Secretly, she knew she had messed up. She was supposed to charge the DArt every night, but she only used it around town, so she had forgotten. Their house was always safe. People respected the EC . . . or so she’d thought.

“The point is, don’t waste. You can’t recharge the thing. Better not shoot than miss.”

“Don’t fire unless they come in,” her mother remonstrated, clutching her arm. “Don’t make additional noise! Don’t panic . . .”

Her father’s voice spoke out of the darkness. He sounded tense, though subdued compared to her mother. “Those guerillas have never done anything like this before. They’re getting out of hand.”

A noiseless bullet from a DArt landed just short of the shelter and blew up into a burst of white electricity, highlighting Mr. Fierten’s form against the buckling roof of a nearby house. The invaders of Tercera were extremely poor. The Fiertens weren’t rich at all and they were millionaires by comparison. They had always been reasonably safe within the community, despite this income difference, because of a long-standing, almost superstitious tradition that put the EC off-limits. The Tercerans viewed them as essentially an alien race, so remote that communication, let alone violence, was rare. The surrounding fighter groups and outlaws who littered the countryside had also acknowledged this invisible barrier—up to now.

“But we talked about this. We can’t go to a city. Those Dragonaks will have complete control over our lives . . .” Mrs. Fierten began, her voice rising and falling unevenly.

“Be quiet!” Mr. Fierten ordered.

Katia crouched. In a minute, her father threw himself out of the shelter onto someone who had been creeping near. Blows thudded as Frank also disappeared.

Mrs. Fierten had grown up among the urban EC, who heavily discouraged women from using weapons, and she refused to learn to use them even when she moved to the unprotected countryside. She felt women should not be armed but had permitted Frank to teach his sister when Mr. Fierten insisted. Katia knew she must defend both of them if the fighters entered the shelter.

She poised near the opening. Over her head bodies moved, followed by thudding, occasional shouts, and little pinpoints of light as the silent DArt bullets laced through the air. She craned her ears, trying to catch footsteps. Weapons might be quiet, but people usually made some noise, especially if they were clambering around in the dark. She stepped backward as a body fell down the hole. It was one of the fighters, not her father or brother, but her relief was cut short as another man appeared at the head of the little stairway. Katia blinked once, made sure her hands were firm, and fired.

Frank’s face appeared as their mother yelled. “You all right over here?”

Katia shook her DArt, which was now reading fifteen percent. It was an old DArt. Sometimes a good shake would readjust the meter to correct measurement. The strength climbed ten points.

“Sure. I got one and he fell on Mom. We’re good.”

Frank disappeared.

When Katia crawled out, half an hour later, everything was quiet. Grass and wildflowers waved at the edge of town, where she stood above the shelter. Low roofs clustered ahead, perhaps twenty shabby houses. As they approached their home, the residence of the only EC family in Tercera, she realized the attackers had not wanted to kill them. They had simply created a distraction while trashing the house and stealing everything. The building had always been plain and undecorated, set with alarm systems and prim windows protected by an insulating, anti-explosive material—more like a tiny fort than a house. Now it was hollow and empty, its windows broken.

Her heart sank. Presumably, everything was gone. Her mother let out a cry and rushed towards their father, who was approaching with a bruised face.

Frank came up behind her. “We got two of them and the others didn’t wait around to find out. Looks like we’re alive—and that’s good, considering.”

They crept back into the house, poking weapons around every corner before they entered rooms. The place was a mess, curtains slashed, nearly every item of value taken. Mrs. Fierten sank limply onto the sofa while Mr. Fierten tossed books aside in a frantic effort to open the wall safe. He muttered angrily under his breath about Palladia’s lack of law enforcement. Katia, peeping tentatively into her room, gave a happy exclamation.

There, in the middle of the stripped room, was her metal box.  It was too heavy for her to lift, and she guessed its weight was why the criminals had passed on taking it. All the treasures in it—the image slides, the dance shoes, Mom’s special heirlooms—were safe.

“There can’t have been many, then. Dad can lift this,” she said, smiling at her brother.

“They probably just didn’t want to carry it as far as they were going.”

She easily activated the ignition sequence. The bars slowly loaded until finally, with a metallic ringing sound, the box snapped open. She lifted out the items, worn from age and use, but now the bulk of what the Fiertens still owned. Fortunately, she had kept some clothes in this box. She wouldn’t have to spend the next few days in her nightgown.

“Why didn’t they destroy the house?” she inquired, making neat little stacks around her.

Frank’s eyes scanned the roof, which was heavily charred, but intact except for a rupture where Katia’s window had blown inward. “It’s the best place between here and Derota. They’ll use it as a hideout.”

Katia’s fingers passed over her one really pretty outfit, a white lace dress she had received from an aunt last year. Her eyes blurred, barely seeing it. The little guard over her nose made her speak as though she had a cold.

“But . . . we’re EC. People aren’t supposed to attack the EC. They’ve always left us alone. For a hundred years.” Her eyes scanned her brother’s grubby, impassive face. “You know that. The invaders in Tercera know that and come to this house when they’re in danger. It’s changed, you think?”

Frank blew out his breath. Katia could hear their father exclaiming from the living room. The box of reserve money hidden in case of emergency had not been taken. They would need it now.

“Unconcerned, desperate, greedy . . . who knows? Probably all three. Anyway, I guess you know this settles it. We can’t let this happen again.”

Katia looked down at the box. This simple, military-like house was the only home she had ever known. Aware that she would never see it again, her eyes wandered around the room, then rested resignedly on the box. She knew.

They were leaving in the morning.
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The aerial traffic of Wyncon swirled in all directions, skimming mere inches from the pulsating anti-missile dome that soared above the city’s high electrical barrier wall. Katia, awestruck, glanced eagerly out the window as the transit merged onto a central thoroughfare. In an instant, it was caught up in the vehicular flood.

Conveyances whirred past at insane speed, their drumming ruckus reverberating. The ground and aerial traffic loops resembled a vast, man-made serpent winding through clusters of sharp-edged, intimidating metal buildings. The architecture of Wyncon was heavily imitative of fashions from the outer space colonies, emphasizing hexagonal and diamond-like shapes, needle-thin spires, and small, intricate windows of a translucent colored material harder than glass. The invader’s worship houses were domed and covered with gold or silver plate, but this was not new to Katia. She had seen the temple in the town of Derota many times. As she gazed out of the window, she overheard her mother fretting behind her.

“You know the Dragonak is just a glorified criminal! And weapons aren’t allowed to the EC men here. Everything is controlled. Everything! What if something goes wrong?”

“Well, we can’t very well stay in Tercera, can we? Not with the kids,” her father grunted.

By kids, Katia knew he really meant her. EC families felt even worse when they had a daughter to worry about. Although their anxiety was ironic when she reflected that, thanks to her mother’s refusal to learn self-defense, Katia usually spent her time being the defender instead of the other way around.

“We could have moved back to Derota.”

Her mother’s lips were tight. “NO. Not Derota. Now’s not a good time to discuss this. It really isn’t.”

“Frank, why not Derota?” Katia whispered. “It’s her hometown and she loves it there. She insisted on taking me there for dance lessons, remember?”

Frank shook his head.  “You know Mom. Better not ask. Check out the outerplaneters! Down there.”

Five people stood in consultation on the roof of a tall building below. One of them looked like an invader, wearing some sort of long, official-looking black leather robe, but Katia could just spy that several of the others had neon-colored red and fiery blue hair and bore a signature line of metal protruding across their foreheads. 

“Alpheans,” Frank observed.

Katia could hardly believe it. “Alpheans? As in, from the actual Alphea? The red planet?”

The first travelers to Alphea had been from regions outside the old collapsed imperial lands in which Palladia had formed, but after many years of coming and going between Earth and the Alphean colony they appeared very similar to most Palladians these days. The primary difference—in addition to the Alphean fashion for bright hair colors—was that Alpheans employed advanced technology in their bodies, making them super-powered by Palladian standards. The line of metal in the forehead, Katia knew from her cultural studies, was one of these implantations. 

“Yep. In the flesh and standing on a roof, no less.” He opened the image projector that accompanied their seats. “Top news story out of Wyncon City Hall today. An Alphean diplomat has arrived in the city for talks. A member of the Alphean Parliament, he is eagerly looking forward to a profitable negotiation.”

“Is there any reason for them to lie?”

“No. Though they might want to fudge up how well the talks are going. Palladians still think of the Alpheans as mere “colonists,” who would view it an honor to talk to us, but the Alpheans don’t feel that way.”

Privately, Katia sympathized with the colonists. The EC had begun a century ago during the collapse of the weak, self-engrossed Earth civilization—now called the Empire—to invaders. The new residents had not been able to maintain the organized structure of the society they had overtaken. Large countries gave way to poorly regulated, corrupt regions, and outside of a few prominent, walled city-states life became unpredictable. The reclusive EC subculture, which had developed during the invasion, soon became the most important minority group in the area, retaining a self-sustaining educational system structured on the arts, literature, and view of history belonging to the preceding culture. During this time of upheaval, many people moved to the new outerplanetary colonies that had been created by the Empire just before its collapse.

There were colonies on Mars (now called Alphea); the moon; and Ganymede. Alphea and Luna retained close, mutually beneficial ties with several regions of Earth, but their relationship with all countries descended from the Empire had been chilly at best. Everyone in Palladia had heard, faintly, that the colonists had an advanced, prosperous society and were the superiors of the former imperial region. But the “invaders,” as the EC still called their new rulers, were slow to understand this. They preferred to think of themselves as the hub and the other regions as mere fringes—and their desire to be masters was one that the EC knew all too well, and felt deeply every day.

Frank pointed out the window at a passing hovercraft. “Not that it’s likely to matter to us. We’ll have enough to do staying out of jail. The respect clause may keep them from killing us, but ruining our lives is a different thing.”

The passengers in the other vehicle had dark brown skin and wore jeweled accessories, any one of which was more valuable than everything the Fiertens owned. Katia gasped. “Are those Lunaians? Is that their real hair? It’s so unbelievably thick—”

“Listen up,” Frank hissed, slapping her shoulder. “Inspection.”

Katia immediately stiffened in her seat. Two men in uniforms proceeded through the aisles, collecting and examining entry papers. She could feel the transport lowering beneath their feet. Landing and entry situations were always dangerous for the disliked EC. Charges of rude behavior or faulty paperwork could result in lifetime prison sentences. Katia thought nervously about the DArt concealed in the lining of her suitcase. The EC group was forbidden to carry weapons in the cities, a deliberate slap extended to no other minority group.

“You would have to wear that shiny pink top,” Frank muttered. “You might as well put on a Kick Me sign.”

Katia folded her arms uncooperatively. “Judge me if you like. There’s no way I’m wearing all black, like you. It’s ugly and dull. Just dull.”

He seemed amused.  “Black blends in. When you’re EC that matters, no?”

Katia refused to answer. She knew he was feeling superior, simply because he liked himself, and when Frank got in that mood, words would only make him worse. Ignoring him was most dignified.

The inspector eyed their party dourly. Each family member handed him a laminated paper with their information embedded in it electronically. After reading the papers, the man held each person’s sheet up before his or her eyes and scanned their faces and hands, verifying eyeball recognition and DNA listing.

“Hmm. EC, are you? Literati,” he said scornfully, reading aloud Katia’s screen. “This city’s getting crowded with you guys. I hear there’s a housing shortage.”

“We found a place, though. Our registration is in the database,” her father said, his voice carefully bland.

With a final, hard glance at Katia, the inspector returned her registry screen. For a minute his mouth curled a little as if he felt sorry for her. Then he continued to the next row. The entire family uttered a small, collective breath.

“You see?” Katia whispered to her brother, as soon as their parents were occupied. “Pink is good.”

Frank’s face cracked into a smile—or a sort of one. Frank didn’t smile much.

Katia spent the rest of the ride marveling at the towering city she would call home. Behind her, someone else’s projector aired a report about the efforts of Wyncon’s Dragonak to modernize his city and bring it up to the level of the Alpheans. She wished she could visit Alphea one day. The Palladian EC was severely restricted and rarely traveled to other lands—but if Alphea was the model for the stunning scene around her, it must be well worth seeing. Compared with Tercera’s simple flat-roofed houses, the height of the buildings alone was incredible, and the sheer number of people took her breath away. 

The feeling of dizzy excitement diminished, however, when she reached the new apartment. It was tiny and smelled like moldy feet. Through the front window, she could see the pile of traffic ways spiraling on the horizon. Distant echoes from the noisy inner city penetrated even into this isolated neighborhood, which was tucked on the north side of the town against the city wall. The wall was nearly invisible, but deadly, and emitted a constant, faint humming. She heard it resonating behind the house as she opened the door for her mother.

Mrs. Fierten threw an immense pile of bedding on the sofa. “I’m sorry the rooms upstairs are so small, but you should each have your own. Our neighbor, Mr. Ginrick, was kind enough to put up a wall to make two rooms.”

Katia painfully hauled her strongbox up the creaky staircase. Ahead, she saw her brother standing in a low, peeling doorway between two tiny rooms barely bigger than closets. The wall showed scars from recent installation and the area smelled overpoweringly of new wood and old sealant. With a final gasp, she pushed her box beside the trim cot in one of the booths. They could hardly be called rooms.

“Is it okay if I use this one? I don’t want to drag that box any further.”

Frank shrugged. “A closet is a closet. I’m not particular.”

Downstairs, Mr. Fierten nailed in their image slides and access tablets. His hammer strokes sounded sharply on the thin walls.

“We were lucky to get this house at all. Nearly everything in the EC neighborhoods was taken or much too expensive. It’s getting crowded with all the folks moving in from the country. That Dragonak has outrageous taxes on the EC—that’s what our neighbor, Martin, said.”

Mrs. Fierten picked up a card lying on a wrapped dish. “Are the Martins the ones who sent this casserole? That’s so sweet.”

There were three small bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. Downstairs was a living room, decorated with frowzy floor-coverings and ugly paint from fifty years ago, and a dark kitchen that was devoid of windows and lit by a low-hung, greenish lamp. The small staircase creaked. The bathroom was right over the living room and behind all the bedrooms. Upstairs, Frank pushed a huge, heavy display case for clothing, which someone had parked in front of the bathroom door. “I can see why this was the apartment for sale.”

Katia’s voice sounded hollowly from the bathroom. “This is awful! The sink drains really slowly and the walls look damp. What if something leaks while our friends are here?”

He strained, digging his feet into the rug. “We don’t have friends.”

She turned on the wash-box and a minute later her head popped out. Frank shrugged. “Well, I don’t see anything, but you can sure hear it.”

Soon they heard unfamiliar voices downstairs—their neighbors. A large family with eight children, surnamed Martin, lived on the left side. The Ginricks, two gracious engineers, lived on the right side. Mrs. Martin was very chatty, very excited about newcomers the age of her daughter, Lina, and very informative about science museums. Katia and Frank continued unpacking upstairs until a knock disturbed them. A dark-skinned boy with curly hair poked his head around the door.

“Am I intruding? Yep, I am. Don’t blame me. I was carrying things in from your hover-craft and your mom ordered me to meet you.”

This boy, named Ulf, was the son of the engineers—an only child, which was a rarity
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





