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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako ignored the death and destruction all around him and reached out to stroke his mate’s sweat-stained face.  Dirty, and with a jagged gash across her cheek that, even a week old, still seeped orange blood, she was still the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.  And unless he did something drastic, she was going to die.  They all were. 
 
    “Just hold on, Tasi,” he said, trying his best to keep the panic he felt in his heart from infecting his tone.  His hand found her swollen belly – their child would come sooner, rather than later, and into a war-torn world that hated their kind.  Even so, he considered it a miracle.  More, it only steeled his resolve to find a way for them to escape the genocide that had been foisted upon their people.  “I think I found a way out.”  
 
    “Where?” she asked through gritted teeth.  She glanced from side to side, and he knew precisely what she saw.  Walls that, by all rights, should have already crumbled into dust.  And beyond that?  A city in chaos.  The once-proud metropolis, a haven for Ako’s people, had endured a barrage like none in history.  Its tall buildings had collapsed.  Its people, save for a bare remnant like Ako, Tasi, and their unborn child, were dead.  Hope was a scarce commodity, but Ako clung to that thin thread, knowing full well that it could snap at any second – all because he had no choice otherwise.   
 
    A light flashed outside, and Ako curled himself around his seated wife, protecting her as best he could.  But he needn’t have bothered.  Their tormentors wouldn’t bother stopping for only two.  They hunted larger prey.  The light – and the hovering vehicle to which it was attached – passed without incident, but still, it was a long time before Ako could relax.  Or as much as was possible, given their sorry situation.   
 
    “The Odyssey,” Ako said at last.  His voice quivered with exhaustion.  They’d been on the run for what felt like an eternity.  In reality, it had only been a week since the Coalition had decided, without warning, to destroy his entire race, and in that time, they had made a quick work of the job.  “It’s our only hope.” 
 
    “It’s already gone,” Tasi said, referring to the ship that was supposed to have been their salvation.  After the last war, which Ako and his people had lost, they’d only escaped annihilation by agreeing to leave the planet.  To that end, the Odyssey had been built.  However, the Coalition had deemed their progress too slow, and rather than wait for the defeated people to relocate, they had attacked.  But the Odyssey was almost finished.  No doubt, whatever was left of their people would have fled there.  Ako and Tasi only had to reach the ship before it launched.  Then, they would be safe.   
 
    “It’s not,” Ako said.  “We would’ve seen.” 
 
    “Then it’s destroyed,” his wife stated.  “Gone.  Just like…j-just like everyone else.” 
 
    He gripped her shoulders, feeling the smooth carapace beneath his clawed fingers.  They were so similar to the people of the coalition, but the differences, small though they might seem, had been enough to engender fear.  For generations, Ako’s ancestors had been the monsters from stories, and that terror hadn’t faded.  Not even after they’d integrated into modern society.   
 
    If Ako was honest, he couldn’t really blame the Alethphir.  For years, the Oraci had acted the part, kidnapping, killing, and enslaving those that would eventually band together into the Coalition.  But that was ancient history.  The Oraci, Ako’s people, had lived peacefully for more than a thousand years.   
 
    Ako glanced again at his wife.  Where he saw beauty, he knew that the Coalition saw a monster.  The carapace that covered her shoulders and head looked too much like armor.  The spikes that erupted from her forearms were too much like weapons.  And those pointed teeth?  Too reminiscent of a predator.  And that wasn’t even consider the fact that, on average, the Oraci were stronger, faster, and more capable than their soft-skinned counterparts.   
 
    If Ako had been facing an opponent so clearly designed to kill him and his, he might have reacted the same way.  That scared him, that he could so easily identify with the people responsible for the Oraci’s genocide.   
 
    “We can’t stay here,” he said softly.  “You know we have to go.  We have to hope that it’s still there.” 
 
    Tasi looked away, her hands on his swollen belly.  “I know,” she said. 
 
    “Nightfall,” he said. 
 
    “Nightfall,” she agreed. 
 
    And so, they waited, hoping against hope that a Coalition squad wouldn’t find them and root them out of the burrow in which they’d been forced to hide.  Ako’s mind wandered back to better days, back to times he’d dared hope for a unified Alethphir.  If their two peoples could only learn to work together, they could accomplish anything.  However, each deafening explosion – miles away, but still forceful enough to take his breath each time – put the lie to that thin hope.  No – they couldn’t coexist.  They couldn’t become allies.  And that was just the way of the world.   
 
    When night finally came, Ako was glad to see that only two of the four moons cast their thin, blue light from the sky.  If it had been a harvest night, when all four where visible, their simple plan would’ve been much more difficult to see through to fruition.  But two moons would leave plenty of the city in shadows, which they could use to their advantage.   
 
    Ako shook Tasi awake, saying, “It’s time.” 
 
    She didn’t respond.  Instead, she gathered her meager weapon – a thin staff that would be more useful in trekking across the uneven landscape than in a fight – and joined him as they dug their way out of the rubble.  It took longer than Ako would’ve liked, and though he knew it was unavoidable, he cringed each time a shifted rock sent gravel clattering down the slope of the rubble heap.  But he persevered.  Tasi merely waited patiently, her keen senses attuned to the world around her.  Thankfully, Ako made quick work of the task, and soon, there was an opening through which they could crawl.   
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    Tasi didn’t answer.  Instead, she lay down on her belly and pulled herself through the opening.  Ako held his breath – afraid for both his unborn child and his wife – but he couldn’t deny her the right to precede him.  She had always been the better fighter, and even in her condition, she was the better choice to be first through the breach.  Still, it rankled on his pride; they were a stubborn, competitive people, and though he acknowledged her superiority – at least in the field of battle – he didn’t like it.  Nor did he particularly enjoy the notion that when she was in danger, so was their child.   
 
    “Clear,” came her whispered voice, and Ako let himself relax a little.  Reclaiming his own weapon – a light carbine he’d looted from a dead soldier – he climbed through the hole and soon found himself breathing fresh air for the first time in three days.  It was glorious, the air almost too rich for his lungs.  The Oraci had evolved beneath the earth, and though they’d been on the surface for thousands of years, they still bore the signs of their evolution.   
 
    Ako didn’t wait any longer.  Instead, he set off at a light job in the direction of the shipyard where the Odyssey was being assembled.  He was certain that it would still be there.  The only question was whether or not it was in the hands of the enemy.  Every second they delayed would increase their chances of being left behind.  So, he tried to ignore the wartorn cityscape around him. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, though.  In fact, it was impossible.  Only weeks before, the city had been a bustling metropolis with tall buildings and a population in the millions.  However, looking around as he trekked through the ruins, Ako found himself wondering how even a fraction of the Oraci could have survived.  Of the buildings that had once reached for the sky, none still stood.  In fact, the tallest structure around was barely three stories tall.  Great statues of historical figures lay crumbling in the intersections, and the evidence of a slaughtered people were scattered all around.  Or they were piled in pitiful heaps against the buildings, tossed aside along with all the other refuse.   
 
    Ako fought not to weep at the sight. 
 
    “Be strong,” said Tasi, her hand on his shoulder.  He hadn’t even realized he’d stopped moving to stare at a particularly large pile of corpses.  Most were charred black.  Some were still smoking.  Hundreds of his kinspeople dead, and for what?  So the Coalition’s population could sleep a little more soundly, safe in the knowledge that the monsters had been eradicated?  Didn’t they realize that they were killing people?  Families?  Children?  Or did they care? 
 
    Suddenly, Tasi was dragging him into what had once been an alley.  With the buildings on either side having collapsed, it had become a shadowy depression.  She yanked him down, then held one clawed finger up to her purple lips.  Ako knew better than to ignore her warnings, so he followed her direction.  Soon, a pair of hovering transports, each loaded with dozens of the soft-skin Coalition soldiers, pushed past. 
 
    Ako watched as the armored men and women laughed.  Clearly, they didn’t think anyone was left to oppose them.  The evidence in their favor lay heaped in smoldering ruins all around them.  And it ignited a fire within Ako that he hadn’t felt in years.  He’d started to tense up for a leap that would take him onto the first transport when Tasi grabbed his arm.   
 
    “We could take them,” he snarled.   
 
    “Be smart,” she said.  Pointedly, she did not argue that they would lose.  Likely, they wouldn’t.  That was why the Coalition was so frightened of them.  “They’ll be missed.  Then, they’ll send more troops.  Or worse, the ships.”  
 
    He pulled away, intending to ignore her well-reasoned advice. 
 
    “Think of the child, Ako,” she said. 
 
    The child.  His child.  Suddenly, he deflated, his warlike tendencies fading.  He shivered.  “I’m sorry,” he muttered.  He hated giving in to his baser instincts.  For years, his people had allowed those impulses to govern their actions, and they’d earned their reputations as monsters.  And though they’d worked hard to suppress that natural inclination, it still came out from time to time.  Ako wanted to be stronger than that, though.   
 
    “It’s in the past,” Tasi said.  Then, once the transports were well out of even her earshot, she said, “Come on.” 
 
    The rest of the trek through the city wasn’t particularly eventful.  There were a couple of close calls, but they managed to make it to the shipyards without incident.  However, all that meant was that they walked into a battle. 
 
    Ako stared out at the Coalition forces encircling the shipyard.  It was a daunting sight.  Thousands of soft-skin soldiers, each armed and armored for battle, and only a few dozen of the Oraci to oppose them.   
 
    But in the distance, the Odyssey loomed.  Sleek sided but bulbous, the ship had been designed to house the entire population of Oraci.  It was supposed to be their salvation.  And even more than a mile away, Ako could see hundreds of people boarding.  His heart nearly burst for joy – so many had survived!   
 
    “What do we do?” he asked, glancing at Tasi. 
 
    “We get to that ship,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tasi ripped the head from an unsuspecting guard, sending crimson blood shooting into the air.  Aside from a rustle and the crack of his spine as it separated, the attack was noiseless.  Tasi, her pale, swollen belly jutting from beneath a black top, let what was left of the man fall to the ground.  She was covered in his blood up to the elbow, but it did nothing to mar her beauty.  In fact, Ako couldn’t help but think that she’d never been so attractive.   
 
    That was the primitive, animalistic side of him, he knew, but rather than suppress it as he’d normally do, he let himself get carried away.  He could feel his loins respond.  More, he could feel himself gearing up for a fight.  More than anything else, he wanted to impress this beautiful creature, to prove himself so that she might find him to be a worthy mate.   
 
    Luckily, there were plenty of opportunities between him and their destination, and he gave himself over to the bloodlust.   
 
    Their plan wasn’t complicated.  There was an army between them and the ship, but the Coalition didn’t have enough forces to truly encircle the shipyard.  Nor did they want to; they were trying to punch through.  If a few Oraci escaped, so be it.  They’d never even considered that someone might want to get in, so they’d left only a token force of scouts to keep the enemy from flanking them.   
 
    Ako and Tasi tore through that without even slowing down, and by the time they reached their people, both were covered in the unfamiliar, red blood.  Finally, they reached their people, the ragged defenders who were trying to ensure their race’s survival.   
 
    The one in charge – a man with familiar chalky skin and black carapace – yelled, “Go on!  We can’t hold the soft-skins much longer!”  
 
    Ako and Tasi needed no further invitation; nearby, an explosion tore through the ranks, and Coalition warriors poured through the gap.  Oraci responded in kind, and though they each took a handful of soldiers with them, they couldn’t stand up to the sheer numbers of the opposition.  Ako’s blood sang for the fight.  He wanted little more than to turn and join his brethren.  However, he had a more important task.  Tasi and their child had to get aboard the Odyssey. 
 
    They quickly rushed to one of the lifts, which took them, along with a handful of other Oraci, up to the ship’s entrance, where they joined the flow of people.  Ako looked down at the shipyard in time to see their forces being overrun.  With a swipe of his claws, he disabled the lift before disembarking.  No one argued with the necessity. 
 
    The Oraci quickly found their way into the bowels of the ship as the Coalition hammered it with munitions.  It would hold out.  It had been built to withstand the rigors of space; nothing the Coalition could throw at the Odyssey could disable it.  Still, Ako couldn’t help but flinch at each thundering explosion.   
 
    After a few interminable minutes, Ako guided Tasi to the hibernation chambers, saying, “We’ll be safe in here.” 
 
    “Safe?  Does that even exist?” asked Tasi, settling into one of the egg-shaped containers.  All around, the chambers hissed as they sealed their occupants inside. 
 
    “They’re almost indestructible,” he answered.  “You read about them, too.  I know you did.”  
 
    She had.  The Odyssey wasn’t just a ship.  Each hibernation chamber could function as a lifeboat, an emergency transport should some calamity befall the rest of the ship, but it was so much more than that.  The entire system had been designed to ensure the survival of a species, not just the individuals that were its building blocks.  It was an ingenious bit of engineering.   
 
    “I love you,” she said – the last words whispered as the chamber sealed itself. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Odyssey began to shake.  It was launching.  Outside, Ako knew what he would see – giant rockets would be slowly pushing it skyward.  As the ship pushed its way through the atmosphere, Ako helped a few stragglers into their own hibernation chambers before finding one of his own.   
 
    Just as the ship cleared the atmosphere, a new explosion rocked the ship.  Alarms went off, and just when he was starting to panic, he saw something that took his breath.  The hibernation chambers were launching into space, one after another.  He stared as Tasi’s was met with that same fate. 
 
    And then the Odyssey fell from the sky.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting on the open tailgate of his truck, Chase rolled a piece of grass between his fingers as he stared out at the corn fields comprising his family’s farm.  With the sun slowly dipping below the horizon, everything was cast in a tones of gold.  Beside him, his girlfriend, Sandy, clutched his arm like she was afraid to let him go.  Maybe that was more than just a metaphor.  Perhaps it was literal.   
 
    “Everything feels like it’s changing so fast,” she said.  “I don’t know how everything’s going to work once we graduate.” 
 
    Neither did Chase.  Their graduation from high school, only six weeks away, loomed over them both like an angry thunderhead.  He glanced down at his leg.  Encased as it was in denim, he couldn’t see the ugly, red scar that told the story of his hopes and dreams being swept away in an instant that would live forever in his mind.  He was healed – mostly – from the knee injury that had ended his senior season, but the resultant nerve damage would prevent him from ever playing football again.  In the space of a single play, his plans to go to college had been dashed against the rocks.   
 
    “It’s going to work out,” he maintained.  “I can get loans.  Grants.  That sort of thing.  Lots of people go to college without scholarships.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but they’d discussed the situation enough that he knew what she was thinking.  Even if he went to college – which, given his family’s financial situation, was a long shot at best – he had no idea what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.  But he knew what he didn’t want.   
 
    “I’m not going to be stuck on this farm for the rest of my life,” Chase muttered. 
 
    “There are worse things in life,” Sandy said.  “It’s profitable, isn’t it?  And the land is almost paid off.” 
 
    “It’s only profitable because of government subsidies,” he said.  “One bad election, and we lose it all.”  
 
    He spoke from experience.  He and his family had lived through lean times; in fact, they’d nearly lost the farm when Chase had been in grade school.  The last thing he wanted was to be dependent on the goodwill of politicians; he wanted more stability than that.  He needed it. 
 
    “We’re not your parents,” Sandy said.  “I’m not your mom.” 
 
    It was all Chase could do not to roll his eyes.  He knew Sandy believed it.  No one wanted to think that money could sink a relationship.  But Chase had seen it happen right before his very eyes.  It had driven his parents to divorce, and their story wasn’t that dissimilar from what he and Sandy shared.  High school sweethearts in love – it was so easy to believe that the world would simply bend to accommodate them.  Chase knew the truth though.  He’d seen reality assert itself as his parents’ relationship descended into resentment.  And he couldn’t put Sandy through that.  He wouldn’t.   
 
    No – he wouldn’t be a farmer, like his father, and that was that.  It was the only thing he knew for certain.   
 
    “What is that?” asked Sandy. 
 
    “What’s what?” he responded.  She pointed, and he followed her finger with his eyes and saw a bright light streaking across the sky.  “Just a shooting star.  Maybe a satellite.” 
 
    “It’s too bright,” she said. 
 
    He squinted.  “Is it getting bigger?” he asked. 
 
    Indeed, it was, and rapidly.  Before either could process what was going on, the tiny pinprick of light had become a falling fireball trailing dark smoke.  And it looked like it was coming right for them. 
 
    “G-get in the truck!” Chase screamed, dragging his girlfriend off the tailgate.  Neither hesitated to get inside, but as he started the truck, the fireball passed them by overhead, and a few seconds later, hit the ground with an explosion.  It was nearly half a mile away by then, but even so, both the shockwave still sent a wave of dust crashing against the vehicle.   
 
    “What…w-what the fuck was that?” Sandy breathed, gripping the armrest.  Her knuckles had gone white, and her breath came it ragged gasps.  Chase wasn’t much better; his heart was beating out of his chest as he tried to peer through the dust.   
 
    “Let’s find out,” he said.  And a second later, his truck was rocketing across the unplowed field to the column of smoke in the distance.  They covered the span quickly only to find a forty-foot wide crater, with mounds of dirt and rock piled along its circumference.   
 
    Chase made to get out, but Sandy grabbed his arm.  “Don’t,” she said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said, trying to stay calm.  “I’m just going to look.  I won’t touch anything.” 
 
    Sandy responded, “O-okay.  But…but be careful, okay?”  
 
    He grinned.  “Always, babe,” he said.   
 
    Then, Chase exited the truck and trudged up the tiny, but steep hill to peer down into the crater.  It took him a moment to see that, at the bottom of the crater, there was something egg-shaped down there.  Its white sides looked completely smooth, save for a few spots that had been scuffed by its landing. 
 
    “I think it’s a satellite!” he called back.  But he didn’t believe the statement.  After all, he’d seen photos of satellites before, and none of them looked like the object at the bottom of the crater.  “I’m going down.” 
 
    Vaguely, Chase heard his girlfriend shout and objection, but he ignored it.  His sense of adventure was tingling as he slid down the slope of the crater – it was deeper than it looked – coming to rest at the bottom.   
 
    He stood, gritting his teeth as he felt a twinge in his recently healed knee.  It would never be the same, the doctor had said.  It was a miracle he didn’t have to walk with a cane, they had told him.  Chase had listened with disgust, and with the optimism of youth, claimed that he’d come back stronger than ever.  It had been almost six months since that declaration, and he’d long since abandoned any hope of ever being the man he was.  But it still surprised him when the thing acted up out of nowhere.   
 
    The egg wasn’t that big.  Maybe the size of an old-school Volkswagen Beetle.  And it looked like it was made of some kind of smooth metal.  The smoke turned out to be steam, which was already dissipating.   
 
    Against his better judgment, Chase crept forward.  There was something magnetic about the egg.  Something that made him want to look closer.  To touch it.  To plumb its depths.  He reached out with trembling fingers and brushed the surface.  It was cold.   
 
    He turned his head to shout something back to Sandy, but he was cut off by a sharp hiss.  He jerked his attention back to the egg in time to see a seam split the thing in two.  His stomach tied itself into knots as he glimpsed what was inside. 
 
    Something.   
 
    Someone.   
 
    An alien. 
 
    He leaned closer.  Wearing a flat-black jumpsuit, the thing looked vaguely human in that the shape was mostly the same.  But its pale, white body sprouted dark carapace from its shoulders, bone-like ridges from its forearms, cheeks, and brow, and purple claws from its too-long fingers.  It was a monster, but an oddly beautiful one.  And judging by the swell of its belly, it was clearly pregnant.  It was also just as obviously dead.   
 
    Chase was so enraptured by the site that he didn’t even notice the mechanism within the egg slowly churning to life.  Nor did he see the small apparatus that extended toward him.  In fact, he barely moved until the needle-like end pierced his stomach.  However, as soon as the thing made contact, he screamed in agony and tried to jerk away.  He couldn’t move, though, because it held him fast.   
 
    He had no idea how long he stood there, paralyzed and unable to retreat, but the pain made it feel like an eternity.  Thankfully, it wasn’t too long before it overwhelmed him, and he passed into unconsciousness.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako struggled against the sleek, metal shackles confining him to the chair as a horde of Alethphir interrogators shoved needles into his arms.  As soon as each one touched his chalky skin, a pain unlike anything else in existence arced through his body.  His muscles contracted of their own volition, and he let out a blood-curdling scream that rattled the various implements of torture hanging from the steel walls.  Instinctively, he pulled against the shackles, but his efforts were useless.  As had been made abundantly clear during his months of captivity, he was stuck.  Escape was impossible.  The only thought sustaining him was that the capsule carrying his mate, Tasi, had managed to escape into space.  It was even possible – probably likely – that she’d already reached her destination.   
 
    It was a cold comfort, given his current circumstances.   
 
    “Tell us where they went,” said the lead interrogator.  Ako looked up, a bit of drool clinging to the corner of his cheek, to see his captor.  He didn’t know the Alethphir man’s name.  Introductions had not been made.  However, Ako was well-acquainted with the man’s features.  Like all Alethphir, he was head-and-shoulders shorter than Ako, and his slight build made him seem frail.  Weak.  And without Ako’s natural, protective carapace or physical abilities, he was.  Even the rosy tint of his skin seemed unnatural.  But Ako knew, right down to his very bones, that the Alethphir were anything but weak.  They were vicious.  Conniving.  Cruel.  And, to a fault, cunning.  The interrogator epitomized those characteristics more than most.   
 
    The needles were retracted, and Ako found himself gasping in relief.   
 
    “Tell us, and you will suffer no more,” cooed the interrogator.  He wore a white coat.  Black pants.  And shiny boots.  His co-torturers were similarly clad.  “Why do you resist?  They are nothing to you.  They left you behind.” 
 
    Ako maintained his stoic silence.  Could the Alethphir not simply let the Oraci go?  Did they really intend to hound them across the galaxy?  They had won.  They’d defeated their enemy.  Couldn’t they be happy with their victory?  With the planet they now had all to themselves?   
 
    No.   
 
    Ako knew the truth of it before he’d even finished thinking the question.  The Alethphir were nothing if not vindictive, and there had been a terrible cost in victory.  For every one of Ako’s people who’d fallen in battle, there were at least twice as many Alethphir who’d never see the light of another day.  And that was just the tip of the proverbial iceberg; their conflict had been ongoing for generations, and both races of people had learned to hate the other with a vehemence that eclipsed good sense.  It was too deep a hatred to succumb to something so weak as total victory.  And so, the Alethphir sought to extend the conflict, even among the stars or on foreign planets, if necessary.   
 
    That was the purpose of the interrogation – the Alethphir wouldn’t be satisfied until they had exterminated or enslaved their enemy.  Neither Ako, nor the rest of the Oraci had broken, yet.  However, he knew it was only a matter of time.  Soon, months of torture would take its inevitable toll, and when it did, the Odyssey’s intended destination would spill out of the defeated people.   
 
    Ako wondered if he would be the one to break.  He was close.  Day after day, he had been subjected to the interrogator’s needles, and while he had so far maintained his silence, he knew he was nearing his limits.   
 
    But he wasn’t there yet.  So, summoning his willpower, he managed to spit in the interrogator’s pink face.  Then, he simply growled, “Step any closer, and you’ll lose that nose, torturer.” 
 
    The man jerked back, his eyes flicking to one of his colleagues.  That woman bore a bandage on her face; she’d leaned a little too close during their last session, and Ako had bit her nose off.  It was a useless resistance; she would have a new one within a few days.  And it had earned him an extra couple of hours of torture.  However, it had felt good to fight back, even if it was, ultimately, pointless.   
 
    It was a good metaphor for their entire existence – or at least the time since they’d crawled from their caves to interact with the Alethphir.  They’d been at war seemingly since then, and while Oraci could win battles – they could easily hurt the enemy – the Alethphir were too numerous, too widespread, to truly defeat. 
 
    “Animal,” the interrogator said, wiping the spittle from his face.  “Just like all the rest.  That is why you lost.”  
 
    Maybe he was right.  Oraci had never been technologically advanced because they hadn’t needed to be.  Most problems could be solved with their superior strength or speed.  But the Alethphar, in their soft, too-weak bodies, had been forced to adapt, to find ever-more-deadly ways of defending themselves.  They had used their weakness to spur them toward strength, tinkering with things Ako’s people never imagined.   
 
    “Take him,” said the interrogator.  “Put him back in the pens with the others.”  
 
    Ako didn’t really have it in him to continue struggling as the other white-coated men and women managed to get him onto an upright, wheeled metal gurney, and strapped him into place.  He knew from experience that, given the slightest provocation, they would inject him with something, and he’d spend the next week in a drugged stupor.  So, he hardly moved as they loaded him up and rolled him through the facility.  The entire place had been built on the same lines as the interrogation room – all shiny metal and white paneling – so he didn’t bother noticing his surroundings.  Instead, as was so often the case when he found himself idle, his mind wandered to Tasi’s fate.   
 
    Had she made it to their destination?  If so, had she survived?  The egg had been built for just such a journey, but it had never been tested.  There hadn’t been time.  The Odyssey was the pinnacle of his people’s scientific achievement, but it paled in comparison to the vastly superior Alethphar ships.  Were the Oraci even capable of building something so complicated?  Or would it fall prey to the many dangers of space travel?   
 
    So many questions, but Ako had no answers.   
 
    Finally, they reached heavily fortified gate.  Dozens of Alethphar in red military uniforms trained their rifles on him, and the interrogators wheeled him through the first checkpoint, then let him free.  Weakened from the torture, he collapsed to the well-polished floor.  That earned him a kick in the side, and though his carapace blocked much of the force, it still hurt.  He only wished he had the strength to respond in kind, though he knew if he did, each and every one of the dozen guns currently aimed in his direction would discharge their rounds into his body.  A few might be blocked by his carapace, but most would do their job as intended.  He’d be dead in seconds.  So, he simply pushed himself from the floor and let one of the soldiers lead him through the second checkpoint.  Three more followed before he found himself inside the camp. 
 
    The room itself, if the word even applied to something so vast, had a domed ceiling and was at least a thousand feet wide.  And it was littered with Oraci.  Most were either very young, with barely any shell at all, or extremely old, their carapaces brittle and faded.  But every tribe was represented, if weakly.   
 
    Pikna, one of the eldest among the captured, slowly made his way toward Ako.  He was flanked by two males, each with the bearing of a warrior.  “Did you break?” demanded Pikna.  “Did you tell them?”  
 
    “I held firm,” Ako said, pushing past the elder.  It wasn’t proper, but Ako had moved past propriety; they were all prisoners, anyway.  What use was their social structure, now? 
 
    One of the warriors grabbed Ako’s arm.  His claws dug into Ako’s flesh, but he didn’t jerk away.  After the agony of the needles, the grip was little more than a nuisance.  “What?” he growled.   
 
    “The elder did not dismiss you,” said the right-most warrior.  He had green carapace over his similarly hued skin.  His claws were red. 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Ako.   
 
    The other warrior – a purple variant whose tribe at which Ako could only guess – raised her hand, obviously intending to strike him.  Ako did not react.  He didn’t flinch.  Instead, he merely stared the warrior down, his teeth bared in a snarl.  
 
    “Stop, Kanm,” said Pikna.  “We mustn’t fight amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “But elder –” 
 
    Pikna silenced him with a glare, and he released Ako.  “We have a plan,” said the elder.  “We want your input.”  
 
    “A plan?” spat Ako.  “What kind of plan?  What happens if we manage to escape?  Back to the caves?  Back underground?  You know we cannot return.” 
 
    Indeed, generations back, they’d been driven from their caverns and caves by something evil; they didn’t even speak of it in their legends, save to caution their people against returning.  That, unlike most of their traditions, remained strong in their collective minds.   
 
    “That is what we want from you,” Pikna said.  “You were a warrior.  A chief.  You and your mate were –” 
 
    “In the past,” Ako said.  “Our people are dead.  It’s time we all accepted that.”  
 
    Not all people, though, Ako thought.  Tasi escaped.  So had thousands of others aboard the Odyssey.  Some, if not all, would survive the journey.  They would reach their destination and rebuild their society. 
 
    “We can reach them,” said Pikna.  “We have a plan.  There is a ship.  The Alethphir are trying to track those who escaped aboard the Odyssey’s pods.  We must protect them!  Even if we –” 
 
    “They can do that?” asked Ako.  As far as he knew, there was no way to track the eggs that had been jettisoned from the Odyssey.   
 
    “The Alethphir are cunning,” Pikna said.  “Too cunning.” 
 
    Ako sighed.  His decision had been made as soon as the elder had mentioned the danger to Tasi and the others who had escaped.  He wanted nothing more than to simply lay down and die, secure in the knowledge that his partner and his offspring were safe.  But fate, it seemed, had other plans.   
 
    “Very well,” he said.  “Let us plan.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase awoke to an idyllic scene.  Dust motes danced amid the sunlight filtering through his curtains as he sat up.  He yawned, feeling better than he had in months.  Maybe years.  Perhaps in his entire life.  Slowly, his memory began to reassert its grip on his mind, and he remembered passing out next to the curious, egg-shaped object.   
 
    Feeling panicky, he sat up and inspected his body.  Everyone was normal, save for a tiny – perhaps an inch across, at most – circle of metallic skin on his stomach.  He prodded it, expecting to feel something hard, but it had the same texture as the rest of his skin.  More, he could feel it the same as if he’d touched any other part of his body.  It was like his skin had simply taken on a metallic sheen.   
 
    Suddenly, he remembered that Sandy had been nearby.  Was she okay?  Or had she been affected as well?  He reached for his phone and dialed her number, and to his great relief, she answered, saying, “What’s up?”  
 
    “I’m so happy to hear your voice,” he said into the phone.  “Are you okay?  Or did you pass out, too?”  
 
    “What?  When?” she asked.  He mentioned the egg-shaped object, and she said, “What are you talking about?  Did you have a weird dream or something?”  
 
    “Um…yeah,” he said.  “I mean, I guess so.  But it all felt so real.  We were sitting in my truck, and then there was this meteor that hit the south field – you know, the one we didn’t plant this year?  And…and…I don’t know…it all sounds so crazy when I say it out loud.  Obviously, it was a dream.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of conversation, he hung up the phone.  However, despite Sandy’s denial, he remained convinced that everything that had happened had been real.  So, he got dressed – still feeling phenomenally fit – and went downstairs.  Thankfully, his parents weren’t around, so he didn’t have to answer any strange questions as he got into his truck and drove out to the south field.  When he reached it, though, there was nothing there.   
 
    No crater. 
 
    No egg.   
 
    No strange alien.   
 
    The only evidence that it wasn’t the same as it had always been was the fact that the earth looked freshly turned.  Someone had filled in the crater.  If he hadn’t seen it himself, he wouldn’t have even noticed.  But he had, so he did.  However, there was only so long he could stare at that field, so eventually, he found his way back to the house at the center of his family’s property.   
 
    Over the next week, normality reasserted itself, and Chase started to wonder if he’d somehow been wrong about the entire affair.  Certainly, it was difficult to keep up the sense of foreboding when he felt better than ever.  Even his surgically repaired knee had stopped bothering him, and he’d begun to harbor hopes that he could, perhaps, walk on somewhere and play football again.   
 
    So, he was in high spirits when, one morning, he found himself standing in front of his bathroom mirror after washing his face.  Suddenly, he realized that he hadn’t had to shave since his phantom accident.  More, the awareness of that fact seemed to open his eyes to a few subtle changes he had experienced.   
 
    Were his eyes a little wider?  His lips a bit fuller?  Had his cheekbones always been so prominent?  What about his jaw?  Had it changed?  Hadn’t it been a little squarer?  The alterations were so minor that he only barely noticed them; in fact, even as he did, he dismissed them as originating in his imagination.  Even the metallic circle below his ribs was easy to ignore.   
 
    Later that day, though, when he grabbed a can of soda from the refrigerator, the thing burst in his hand – almost as if it had been squeezed with a ridiculous amount of force.  But he didn’t acknowledge that something was different until, a few days later, he was helping his father load some hay bales, and he found that, no matter how many he tossed onto the truck, he didn’t get tired.  In fact, he hardly noticed their weight at all.   
 
    “Something’s wrong,” he said that night as he stared at himself in the mirror.  Indeed, the changes to his face were more prominent than ever, and it was beginning to frighten him.  “Something is terribly, terribly wrong.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, that’s it?” Ako growled, looking around the makeshift room.  It had been constructed of a lean-to within the concentration camp, and it was the unofficial headquarters of the fledgling resistance.  “That’s all we’ve got?”  
 
    The others shifted uncomfortably, the various colors of their carapaces reflecting the dim light.  As the eldest among the prisoners, Pikna was the ostensible leader, but he didn’t have the force of personality to unite the tribes represented within that lean-to.  No – he relied on Ako and his reputation as a warrior.   
 
    One of them, a female, said, “It will work.” 
 
    The others readily agreed, but Ako just shook his head. “Too many things can go wrong,” he said.  “There are too many of the Alethphir.  We can’t –” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” asked Joga, one of the younger tribal representatives.  He had a carapace of orange.  “We stay here, we die.  Or do you enjoy seeing our people suffer, Ako?”  
 
    “No,” he said.   
 
    The truth was that it broke his heart every single time he saw one of the others dragged off for interrogation.  So many of them had already broken; many simply sat wherever they’d been dumped, mumbling to themselves.  Everyone tried to care for them, but the number of had gotten out of hand.  Soon, the task would be too much to bear.  Ako shuddered to think what measures they’d be forced to take in that event.   
 
    But as much as he wanted to help put an end to his people’s suffering, Ako wasn’t wrong.  Escape was a noble goal, but it wasn’t a reasonable one.  Likely, any attempt to break free would be decisively and brutally ended by the Alethphir.  Even if the prisoners somehow did escape, though, where would they go?  They’d simply be hunted down and imprisoned once again – and that was the best-case scenario.   
 
    “Then fight,” said Joga, reaching out to grip Ako’s shoulder carapace.  “We can do this.” 
 
    “We will all die,” Ako muttered.  “If we go ahead with this plan, the soft-skins will murder what’s left of our people.”  
 
    “Oh?” asked Pikna.  “And is that worse than what we already endure?  You would stand there and watch while our people are tortured?  While they are experimented upon?  You would simply watch –” 
 
    “No,” Ako said.  “I have another plan – one that could save what’s left of our people.” 
 
    Ako had been mulling the situation for months, though he was loathe to commit to such a dangerous plan.  Tasi wouldn’t approve.  He knew that much.  Though, she had always had a soft spot for the Alethphir.  In fact, she had worked closely with many of them before the latest war, her efforts an attempt to epitomize the spirit of cooperation that would end their generations-long conflict.  What would she say if she found out that Ako was thinking of using that project as a means of perpetuating that conflict? 
 
    He didn’t have to wonder, because her words echoed in his mind. 
 
    “It is not enough to win, Ako,” she had once said.  “We must do so honorably and without becoming the monsters they see when they look upon us.”  
 
    At the time, he had been one of their people’s most celebrated generals.  He’d won numerous battles, and he’d personally claimed the lives of dozens of Alethphar.  But her words had cut through his bloodlust to instill a certain amount of peace in his heart.  With them in mind, he had given up his weapons and committed himself to a life of peace.   
 
    That had lasted a bare year before the Alethphar had turned on them.   
 
    Even then, Tasi had forbidden him from resuming his place at the front of the resultant war.  She had thought to make him a diplomat.  A herald of peace.  And because of that naivete, he’d been forced to watch his entire world crumble around him. 
 
    Did she, even now, dream of a united world?  Or did she see the truth of it?  That their peoples could never live in peace.  It was a silly dream. 
 
    “This is what we must do,” he said to the gathered tribal leaders.  They all listened with rapt attention as he outlined his plan.  Some reacted with lusty smiles, their pointed teeth gleaming in the scant light.  Others, the soft-hearted ones, gasped in horror.  But most simply accepted it stoically.  They had been pushed past judgment.  Past trying to decide between right and wrong.  Morality and immorality.  All they cared about was survival, and his plan, brutal though it was, promised that.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase stepped out of the bathroom and pushed his hair behind his ear.  He’d had a haircut the day before, but already, it was longer than he liked it.  As he walked down the hallway and into the living room, he felt as good as he’d felt in a long, long time.  Even his bad knee had completely stopped hurting, which fueled all sorts of ideas about playing football again.  But that was a topic for another day’s thoughts.  For now, he wanted nothing more than to relax and hang out with his friends. 
 
    He plopped down on the couch next to Sandy and threw his arm around her shoulders.  “What’d I miss?” he asked. 
 
    “Mark’s making an ass of himself again,” Sandy answered, nodding toward Chase’s best friend.  Tall, broad-shouldered, and without a hint of shame, Mark was making the rounds, drunkenly hitting on every girl at the party.  It was bad enough that Chase knew that once his friend sobered up, he’d be mortified at his own behavior.  But wrangling the big idiot was a task no one wanted to take on.   
 
    “So, it’s a normal Friday night,” he said, grinning.  He picked up the bottle of beer he’d left on the coffee table and downed it.  “You think –” 
 
    “How many of those have you had?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “A few, I guess,” he said.  “I don’t feel buzzed at all, though.” 
 
    In fact, he felt as sober as ever, which was a strange thing.  Usually, once he got a few beers in him, he’d have been just as sloppy as his friend.  And while he couldn’t quite remember how many beers he’d had, he knew it was more than he usually drank.   
 
    “Are you losing weight?” she asked. 
 
    “What?  No,” he lied.   
 
    The truth was that he had.  Almost thirty pounds in the space of a few weeks, in fact.  If he hadn’t felt so good, he might’ve been worried; losing that much weight in such a short span wasn’t a good sign at all.  However, Chase had managed to convince himself that if there was anything seriously wrong with him, he certainly wouldn’t feel like he could climb a mountain.   
 
    She reached out, brushing her fingers against his hair.  “I thought you were going to get a haircut,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered, not wanting to have that particular discussion.  So, he changed the subject.  “You get your acceptance letter, yet?”  
 
    “I did,” she said.  “Full ride and acceptance to the pre-med program.  My parents are thrilled.”  
 
    Her monotone voice told Chase that she didn’t share her parents’ enthusiasm, but that wasn’t terribly surprising.  She had little interest in becoming a doctor and had only applied because her parents had practically forced her into it.  Instead, she wanted to be a veterinarian – a related field, to be sure, but not the same. 
 
    “I don’t know – the idea of examining people just grosses me out,” she added.  “That’s weird, isn’t it?  It’s weird.” 
 
    “You should tell them what you want,” he said – the advice he’d always given her.  “They’ll understand.” 
 
    “You don’t know them like I do,” Sandy replied. 
 
    “We’ve been dating for a decade, Sandy,” he said.  “I think I know them at least a little.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “The fact that you think that shows that you really, really don’t,” she said.  “Come on – let’s go.  I’m tired of being here.” 
 
    “But it’s not even –” 
 
    She pointed to the edge of the room, where Mark was arguing with Jacob, one of their other male friends.  Chase couldn’t be sure, but if he had to guess, he would peg the argument on Mark hitting on Jacob’s girlfriend.  In his defense, Mark didn’t really mean anything by it, but there’s only so much a guy could put up with.  In any case, it wasn’t an abnormal occurrence. 
 
    “They’re going to fight,” she said. “And I really don’t want to be here when that happens.  So, let’s go.” 
 
    Chase rolled his eyes, then said, “Fine.”  
 
    He fished his keys out of his pocket and led Sandy to the door.  Along the way, they said their goodbyes and got out of the party intact.  As they got into Chase’s truck, Sandy asked, “You okay to drive?” 
 
    “Sober as a judge,” he said, and he meant it.  Despite the fact that he’d had several beers, he wasn’t even remotely inebriated. 
 
    “Let’s go back to your place,” she said. “We can watch the stars.” 
 
    Chase grinned.  He knew precisely what that meant.  So, he eagerly jammed his key into the ignition and turned it.  The engine roared to life, and before long, they were barreling down the dirt road that led away from Mark’s house.  As they turned onto the main road, they talked about mundane things – Mark’s predatory behavior, their upcoming graduation, and college, mostly.  In short, it was a ride like any of a thousand they’d taken together.  Until disaster struck. 
 
    “Look out!” Sandy screeched, pointing to the middle of the road, where a deer had frozen in place.   
 
    For Chase, everything slowed down.  He saw the doe in the finest detail. He jerked the wheel, trying to avoid the animal, but instead of an erratic swerve, he miscalculated his strength and sent the top-heavy vehicle into a roll.  Everything was a chaotic storm of metal grinding against metal, glass shattering, and the panicked screams of the truly terrified.  It wasn’t until the truck came to a halt on its side that Chase’s mind caught up with what had happened. 
 
    He sat there, his shoulder against bare asphalt, and clutching the dislodged steering wheel.  He stared at it, stunned by the surreality of it.  And then reality came crashing down as he heard Sandy moaning, unconscious and hanging by her seatbelt.   
 
    He didn’t hesitate, ripping his own seatbelt off and climbing through the cab.  With a great heave, he levered the door of its hinges before climbing out.  Lying on his stomach, he reached back in, broke the seatbelt mechanism, and caught his girlfriend by the arm.  He hauled her out with barely a hint of effort and, once she was safe in his arms, Chase leapt from the wreckage.  He hardly even stopped to think before they were safe on the side of the road.   
 
    Bathed in the dim light of the truck’s headlights, Chase looked down at his body.  His skin was completely unmarred.  He didn’t even feel disoriented.   
 
    “S-something’s terribly wrong,” he muttered.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You just got lucky, Chase,” said Sandy.  She had her right arm in a sling, but she’d escaped the crash otherwise unharmed.  “That’s all there was to it.” 
 
    He shook his head.  She wasn’t even listening.  It had been two days since the wreck, and his initial assessment had been confirmed by the first responders.  He was completely uninjured.  What’s more, seeing a couple of high school seniors who’d flipped a tuck in the middle of the night, they’d administered a breathalyzer.  It had come up negative.   
 
    “Okay, so come with me,” he said, guiding her out of his room and down the steps.  In a few minutes, they’d crossed the yard and were in the barn, where Chase had set up a weight bench.   
 
    “If you’re going to try to impress me with how much weight you can lift, don’t bother,” she said.  “You know I don’t care about that.” 
 
    Chase rolled his eyes.  “Just pay attention,” he said.  Then, he started piling plates onto the bar he’d set up.  One after another until he couldn’t put any more on there.  He counted – eight plates on each side.  Before Sandy could object, he threw himself onto the bench, and then, with almost no effort at all, lifted the weight from the rack and did a dozen repetitions.  When he put it back, the bench groaned under the strain.  He sat up.  “See?” 
 
    “You’re strong,” she said.  “Big deal.  I’m sure lots of guys could –” 
 
    “That was over eight-hundred pounds, Sandy,” he said.  “Eight-hundred.  The world record, and that’s by dudes he do this for a living, is like a thousand pounds.  And I just threw up twelve of them.”  
 
    “What are you even trying to say here, Chase?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that this isn’t natural,” he stated.  “Not even close.  Before…I mean…I could’ve maybe maxed out at three-fifty before.  But now?  I don’t have enough weights to really max out.  I can deadlift a freaking tractor, Sandy.  And that’s not all.”  
 
    Manic, he stood and walked toward a nearby table and grabbed a machete they used to clear brush when they had to repair a fence.  Without preamble, he turned back to Sandy and hacked at his own arm. 
 
    Sandy screamed, but she needn’t have bothered, because when he held that arm back up, it was completely unmarred.  In fact, the machete had taken the worst of the exchange, and its edge had bent and rolled where it had struck his skin.   
 
    “Like I said, Sandy – unnatural,” he muttered.   
 
    “W-what do we do?” she asked, stroking the smooth flesh of his arm. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said.  “I kind of thought you might know.” 
 
    She didn’t.  In fact, over the next couple of hours, they debated courses of action without any decision being made.  It wasn’t until that night, when they were in his bedroom still talking about what to do, that a decision was made for them. 
 
    “I just think – oh…oh, ow!” Chase said, clutching his side.  He pulled his tee-shirt up to reveal the metallic circle beneath his ribs.  It had grown by four or five inches, and it had started glowing.  “God, it burns!”  
 
    “W-what do I do?” she said.  “Call an ambulance?  I’m calling 9-1-1!”  
 
    “No!” he said, reaching out to grip her arm.  “Whatever happens, don’t tell anybody.  Promise me, Sandy.  Promise you won’t tell anybody!” 
 
    The pain was almost unbearable, but so was the idea of being poked and prodded by a bunch of scientists and doctors.  As far as Chase was concerned, whatever had happened to him was a good thing, and he feared that they would somehow take it away.   
 
    “But you might be dying…” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said.  “I know I’m not.  This just feels…I don’t know…” 
 
    The circle had continued to grow, eventually encasing his entire torso in liquid metal.   
 
    “Promise me,” he said. 
 
    “I promise,” she responded. 
 
    And then, suddenly, the metal started to expand, pushing Sandy away.  She let out a squeal, but it was drowned out by the sudden vibration.  She passed out, and when she awoke, she saw a gleaming, silver egg on her boyfriend’s bed.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako clutched his arm around the Alethphir guard’s neck, squeezing the life from the soft-skinned fool.  The breakout had gone exceedingly well; while Ako and the Oraci were unarmed, they outnumbered the guards nearly four-to-one.  Add their physical prowess to their numerical advantage, and the pitiful defenses had crumbled extremely quickly.  They’d fled the concentration camp in vehicles they’d found in the facility’s garage.   
 
    But they hadn’t gone to ground.  They didn’t seek safety or escape from the planet.  Down that path lay ruin.  Instead, they needed leverage.  They needed some way to guarantee Alethphir good conduct.  To that end, Ako had guided them to a research facility he never should’ve known about.   
 
    It was contained within a nondescript building manned by a minimal number of guards.  Its best defense was its anonymity.  But Ako knew what was inside, his knowledge coming via his mate’s curiosity.   
 
    He glanced from side to side, seeing others taking out rest of the Alethphir guard force.  Some were killed.  Others were merely incapacitated.  Foolish, he thought, letting his own mark fall limp to the ground.  Alethphir were too dangerous to be left alive.   
 
    Once, he’d believed much like his mate.  He wanted peace.  He wanted cooperation.  Ironically, though, the very facility – and the secret it contained – was one of the reasons he had changed his mind.  That, combined with the fact that he’d seen the vast majority of people exterminated, had sent him careening down a different path.  One of righteous vengeance.   
 
    Still, there was a part of him that knew the Alethphir weren’t wholly wrong about Ako or the Oraci.  He was still rational enough to understand that they had simply been pushed too far.  There were mounds of bodies on both sides of the conflict.  Coexistence was a pretty enough dream, but it was just that – a dream.  It would never become reality.  And so, Ako had been forced to take the practical route.  If he couldn’t coexist with the Alethphir, if they could never leave them be, he had no choice but to exterminate them – which was why he found himself pushing through the front doors of the research facility.  A trio of others joined him in an elevator at the end of an unmarked, undecorated hall.   
 
    Joga said, “Are we certain it’s here?”  
 
    “No,” Ako admitted.  “But it was before the war began.  There is no reason for it to have moved.”  
 
    “This weapon,” said Pikna.  “Is this really the right choice?”  
 
    Ako’s expression didn’t change, but inwardly, his anger spiked.  He hadn’t wanted the meek elder on the mission; instead, he’d wanted to send Pikna ahead to settle the refugees.  However, he’d insisted upon coming with Ako and the other warriors, and he had spent most of that time trying to convince the others of their folly.  Like Ako, they were all warriors.  They all craved revenge.  None had listened to the elder.   
 
    “It is our only option,” Ako said, jabbing the elevator’s control panel.  Nothing else needed to be said; they all knew it to be true.  They could hide and be exterminated like vermin.  They could run and be hunted down.  Or they could take the fight to the Alethphir.  Once, Ako would’ve considered peace to be an option, but the Alethphir war, unprovoked as it was, had rendered that option moot.   
 
    The elevator descended far past ground level.  Most of the facility, Ako knew, was underground.  And it was far better defended than the upper levels.  Never was that more clear than when the elevator doors finally opened, revealing a trio of shocked Alethphir soldiers.  Their armor gleamed in imitation of carapace, but when Ako struck, it shattered like the cheap material it was.  Within moments, the three guards were dead or dying on the gleaming white floor.   
 
    Ako stalked forward, his claws stained with crimson blood.  Outwardly, he seemed calm enough, but inside, his rage boiled.  The Alethphir controlled most of the planet.  They had so much.  Why couldn’t they simply be content with what they had?  Why did they insist on reigniting a war that had lain dormant for more than a decade?   
 
    He shook his head.   
 
    Ako knew the answer.  The reason was because they knew they could win.  It was as simple as that.  Their hate, learned so thoroughly that it had become instinctual, had never dimmed.  They hadn’t forgotten how Ako’s people had emerged from their pits centuries before and swept through city after city like a plague.  Was it hate?  Or was it fear that drove the Alethphir now?   
 
    Or was there a difference? 
 
    The facility was a maze of tunnels, but Ako knew the way.  Tasi had described it to him often enough that he could’ve walked the path with his eyes closed.  Along the way, they encountered plenty of resistance, but the guards were scattered.  They didn’t have the numbers or the firepower to hurt Ako and his companions.  Even Pikna, old and weak as he was, proved too much for any individual Alethphir.  They cut a path through that research facility without breaking stride. 
 
    Finally, Ako stopped in front of a pair of doors.   
 
    “Is this it?” asked Pikna. 
 
    “Stay out here,” Ako said before pushing through the door.  Inside, he found what he had expected.  A half-dozen white-coated scientists who were more than a little shocked to see Ako walk through the door. 
 
    “We were not to be disturbed,” said one of the scientists.  The Alethphir didn’t look up – not at first, at least.  Not until one of the others screamed.  When he finally beheld Ako, he found himself backing away, knocking various scientific instruments to the gleaming floor while Ako mechanically slaughtered his colleagues.  They tried to fight back.  They tried to run.  But Ako was too strong.  He was too fast.  It was over in seconds. 
 
    “W-what do you want?” asked the scientist. 
 
    “You know why I’m here,” Ako said.  “The project.  I know all about it.” 
 
    “I…I can’t…” 
 
    “You can,” Ako said, stepping forward.  He shoved one of his claws through the scientist’s bicep.  “You will.”  
 
    Ako saw sheer terror in the Alethphir man’s eyes, but to the scientist’s credit, he still resisted.  He still refused to tell Ako what he wanted to know.  So, Ako tortured him one claw puncture at a time until, at last, the scientist broke and told him where to find the weapon Ako sought.   
 
    A few seconds later, Ako left behind one more body as he left the laboratory, a small package in one of his bloody hands. 
 
    “We’re done here,” he growled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase awoke to a goo-covered disaster.   
 
    His eyes shot open, and he bolted upright with a gasp, a membranous, semi-liquid substance coating his entire bed.  Breathing hard, he cast a panic-filled glance around the room, and he was comforted to see his girlfriend slumped over the small desk where he usually did his homework.  She’d fallen asleep, her head in her arms.  
 
    “Sandy?” he muttered, his voice hoarse.  He raised his voice, “Sandy?  Wake up!” 
 
    She stirred, then, slowly, awoke.  “Oh, thank God!” she breathed.  “I don’t know how much longer I could stall your parents.”  
 
    “How…how long was I out?” he asked. 
 
    “You weren’t just passed out, Chase,” she said. “You were inside this egg thing.  I don’t know what’s going on, but –” 
 
    “How long?” he repeated. 
 
    “The whole night,” Sandy said.  “Most of the morning.”  
 
    She kept talking, but he ignored her.  Instead, he focused his attention on inspecting his body.  The goo, which had the consistency of an egg white, covered him, his bed, and part of the wall.  There was no sign of the capsule that had encased him.  And he was completely naked; there were bits of his clothing here and there, but none were bigger than a few inches.  The edges looked like they’d been burned through.   
 
    “We…we need to clean all this up,” he said, standing on wobbly feet.  He resisted the urge to cover himself.  However, while he and Sandy had been intimate, he still wasn’t completely comfortable being nude around her.  “Can you help me?  I need to get a shower.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said.   
 
    He did, padding into adjoining bathroom.  He closed the door behind him and turned on the shower.  A few seconds later, he stepped under the warm stream of water.  It felt amazing.  More, the goo seemed to wash off without much issue, leaving him to inspect his body to see if he had sustained any damage.  After a thorough inspection, he surmised that he was, indeed, unhurt.  However, that didn’t mean that he hadn’t changed. 
 
    For one, the metallic circle had disappeared, leaving only smooth flesh in its place.  For another, he soon realized that his body was completely devoid of any body hair, save for what was on his head, eyelashes, or eyebrows.  Nothing but smooth, soft skin.  And that wasn’t all.  His hair had continued to grow longer, stretching down to his shoulders, and his body was slimmer.  Less muscular.  His shoulders a little narrower.  Even his hands and feet looked slimmer and smaller.   
 
    He pushed those facts from his mind as he concentrated on cleaning himself, and after a few minutes, found himself stepping out of the shower and drying off.  Still, despite his resolution not to think about how his body had changed, he found himself staring at his reflection in the mirror.   
 
    “W-what is happening to me?” he muttered, wrapping the towel around his waist.   
 
    Chase didn’t have an answer, so he stepped out of the bedroom to see that Sandy had made quick work of the cleaning.  She’d already toted his sheets downstairs and started the wash, and was scrubbing the walls clean.   
 
    “This stuff is super gross, by the way,” she said, pulling her cleaning rag away from a particularly dense puddle of goo.  It remained stuck to the rag and the wall, stretching between the two surfaces.  “Ugh.” 
 
    “I…I want to do some tests today,” he said, retrieving a pair of boxers and some sweatpants from his drawer.  He had them on in a few moments.  “I want to see exactly what’s going on with me.”  
 
    She nodded. “Probably a good idea,” Sandy said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay,” said Sandy, sitting on the tailgate of Chase’s truck. She the stock of a .22 caliber rifle on her hip; like a lot of girls who had grown up in rural areas, she was no stranger to firearms.  “So, you’re basically a superhero.”  
 
    Chase tucked a stray hair behind his ear.  He’d opted for a ponytail to keep his now-shoulder-length hair out of the way.  Shifting uneasily, he said, “I don’t know if I’d go that far.” 
 
    Of course, he had a difficult time disputing her claim with any sort of factual evidence.  Over the course of the last few hours, they had tested his physical abilities as best they could.  First, they’d used an old radar gun he’d used during his baseball days to record his running speed, his best coming in at thirty-four miles per hour – which, strictly speaking, shouldn’t have been humanly possible.   
 
    After that, they’d had him lift various heavy things.  First came his truck.  After positioning himself with his hands under the front bumper, Chase had lifted the thing with ease.  The same went for his father’s tractor.  As much weight as they could load onto the barbell in the barn.  He had even tossed a forty-five-pound weight like a frisbee.  It had gone hundreds of yards.  They still had yet to find the upper limit of his strength.  In fact, nothing he’d tried so far had even strained him.   
 
    However, the most troubling tests had concerned his durability.  They had started slowly, jabbing him with various sharp objects.  A needle.  Scissors.  A knife.  The machete a few more times.  Nothing even so much as scratched him, so they went even further, which is where the rifle came into the equation.  Sandy had shot him in the side; the bullet hadn’t even penetrated Chase’s skin.   
 
    “You’re freaking bulletproof, Chase,” she said.  “Super strong.  Way fast.  I don’t know what else to call it.”  
 
    “What about the other stuff?” he muttered. 
 
    Sandy had confirmed that he did, indeed, look quite a bit different than he had before being encased within the egg.  She’d described his appearance as androgynous, and Chase thought it fit.   
 
    “I don’t know,” she said.  “But I think it’s past time we got someone to look at you.” 
 
    “Who, though?” he asked. “I mean, if I go to the doctor, there’s no way they let me walk out, right?  I’ll be thrown into some kind of government testing facility before the end of the day.” 
 
    “You’ve watched too many movies,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Maybe,” he said.  “But I’m not comfortable going to a doctor.” 
 
    “I…I might have an alternative,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah?  What?” he asked. 
 
    “You remember Michael Pace?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Your brother’s friend?” was his response.   
 
    “Yeah,” she said.  “He’s the smartest person I know.  He’s studying microbiology now.  I bet he could help us figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “Just because he’s studying it doesn’t mean –” 
 
    “Michael graduated high school two years early,” she said.  “He’s already gotten his master’s degree, and he’s working on his doctorate.  He can help.”  
 
    Chase sighed. “Fine,” he said.  “Call him.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it finished?” Ako demanded, glaring at the best scientists his people still had to offer.  Though most were still far more physically impressive than their Alethphir counterparts, they were scrawny next to the warriors who guarded them.  And Ako loomed over them, an intimidating presence that obviously set their teeth on edge.  “Is it ready?”  
 
    It had already been nearly a month since they’d stolen the weapon, and in that time, Ako and the other freedom fighters had liberated a half-dozen concentration camps, the sites chosen to maximize their number of available researchers.  And though they hadn’t been nearly successful as Ako would’ve liked – he’d dreamed of having hundreds at his disposal – they had made progress.   
 
    One of the scientists, a figure with rainbow-hued carapace, looked up, the bright display over which he’d been hunched casting his face into stark shadow.  “We are close,” he said.  “Very, very close.”  
 
    “How long?” Ako asked. 
 
    “A day or two,” he said. “No longer.” 
 
    Ako nodded.  “Good,” he said.  “I’m eager to end this conflict.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and strode through the door.  Navigating the mazelike corridors with practiced ease, he quickly found his destination.  He pushed into a room which contained the Oraci’s most accomplished leaders.   
 
    Or what was left of them. 
 
    They were scarred.  They were beaten down.  Ill-fed.  Exhausted.  But in each pair of eyes that looked up, Ako saw a thirst for vengeance that he knew was reflected in his own features.  All except Pikna, whose expression was one of worry. 
 
    “What troubles you, elder?” asked Ako, stepping up to the table around which the elders sat.  They had been waiting for him. 
 
    Pikna cleared his throat.  A weak sound.  “I do not approve of this course of action,” he said.  “We mustn’t become like them.”  
 
    “Coward!” shouted one of the other elders, slamming a clawed hand into the surface of the table.  Though it was solid metal, the blow left a slight dent.   
 
    “We must show mercy!” Pikna said.  “We can not deploy this weapon!”  
 
    “They were planning to exterminate us!” said another of the elders.  Ako couldn’t remember her name, but she had obviously seen many battles.   
 
    “Or had you forgotten, Pikna?” asked another. 
 
    Ako spoke, and they all went silent.  “Enough,” he said.  “The course is set.  The time for debate has passed.” 
 
    “We never debated anything!” complained Pikna.  “You simply made a decision!” 
 
    Ako shrugged, his carapace creaking with the motion.  “So I did,” he said.  “Because our people do not need debate.  They do not need discussion.  They require decisive action.  They need leadership.  Not politics.  Not philosophy.  Those are the things that got us into this mess.”  
 
    “Ako, please – Tasi wouldn’t –” 
 
    Ako moved more quickly than he ever had before, and in only a split second, he had launched himself over the table.  His claws found Pikna’s throat.  He squeezed, pushing the elder against the wall.  Teeth gritted, he snarled, “Do not presume to speak for my mate.”  
 
    For a moment, with the elder’s eyes wide and terrified, Ako considered releasing him.  It would show mercy.  More, the Oraci could ill afford more death.  However, that same terror, that fear, it drove those thoughts from Ako’s mind, replacing them with absolute disgust.   
 
    Even after everything the Alethphir had done, Pikna wanted to show them mercy.  He begged and he pleaded for their lives.  He was a traitor.  A pitiful excuse for an elder.  Vermin that needed to be exterminated. 
 
    Ako squeezed. 
 
    Pikna’s throat collapsed. 
 
    And Ako released the dissenting elder, letting his body crash to the floor.  It twitched in the throes of death as Ako turned, asking the others, “Are there any other dissenters?”  
 
    The others looked away. Proud warriors all, cowered beneath Ako’s gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako stood beneath the stage lights, focusing upon the device which would capture and project his image across the world.  The weapon had been completed the day before, and now, it was time to make his demands.  The device’s operator signaled that it was active, meaning that Ako’s time had come.   
 
    “We area defeated people,” he said, his voice strong.  Resonant.  Commanding. “But we still have teeth.  Claws.  An indomitable will.  We are still a threat.” 
 
    He turned away, gesturing to a pedestal.  On it was a black cube, gleaming beneath the lights.   
 
    “Your government knows what this is,” he continued.  “It was intended to be our undoing.  The final step in our extermination.  A viral weapon that would infect and kill each and every one of my people.  Within days, we would all be dead.  Gone from this world, with no one to mourn us.  Put down like vermin.”  
 
    He took a breath.  “That is how you think of us,” Ako said.  “We tried peace.  We tried coexistence.  That is not possible.  So, now, we wish to simply leave this place.  We wish to find our own world.  We want to make a new home, free of your tyranny.”  
 
    He caressed the black cube, and it opened to reveal a series of vials.  “Bring out the subject,” he said, and on cue, a pair of warriors dragged an Alethphir prisoner onto the stage.  They threw him to the floor.  He stirred, but he did not rise. 
 
    Ako retrieved one of the vials.  On its head was an aerosol dispersal device which would convert he liquid into an airborne cloud.  He depressed the switch, spraying the Alethphar prisoner.  Immediately, he began to shake.  Blood spurted from his eyes.  His nose.  His every orifice.  Within moments, he was dead.   
 
    “We have the means to disperse this virus,” Ako said, replacing the vial.  The cube closed on its own volition.  “And we will, should you refuse to meet our demands.  Perhaps some of you would survive, but not many.” 
 
    He crossed his hands behind his back, then went on, “We want a ship capable of carrying the remainder of transporting what’s left of our people out of this galaxy.  You have many such in your navy.  That is all.  Give us the means to leave this wretched planet, and we will go.  You will never see one of us again.  That is the deal.  Meet our demands, or die.  You have one week to comply.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took more than a week to arrange a meeting with Michael Pace, and in that time, Chase continued to change.  At first, he thought it was all in his head.  Whether it was his continued weight loss, the rapid lengthening of his hair, or the slight curve of his hips, Chase developed something of a blind spot where his body’s transformation was concerned.  However, he was forced to admit that something was incredibly wrong when he tried to get dressed on the morning when he was supposed to meet with Michael.   
 
    He couldn’t get his jeans over his hips.  No matter how much he tugged, his hips were too wide.  Whether that fact simply awakened his awareness or if he finally started to look at himself with an objective eye is up for debate, but what isn’t is that when he finally decided to look in the mirror, he didn’t see the man he expected to see.   
 
    “God,” he muttered, staring at his reflection.  He twisted this way and that, inspecting his body.  And what he saw was something that looked like it belonged to a fashion model.  A female fashion model.   
 
    He was still slim.  He didn’t quite have an hourglass figure.  But he wasn’t all that far off.  What’s more, he was forced to acknowledge that, on his chest, were a pair of puffy, very feminine nipples.  Suddenly, the rounding of his facial features and the loss of his masculine musculature made sense.   
 
    I’m turning into a girl. 
 
    How far would it go?  He could hide it, now, but what happened if the transformation continued?  What would he tell people?  What would his friends think?  His parents?  Sandy?  He was in full-blown panic-mode when Sandy finally arrived.   
 
    “W-what’s going on?  Why aren’t you dressed?” she asked, shutting his bedroom door behind you. 
 
    Chase turned to his girlfriend.  He wore nothing but a pair of boxer shorts.  “Look at me and tell me what you see,” he muttered, holding his arms out. 
 
    “I see you, Chase,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “Y-you don’t see my…my hips?” he asked.  “You don’t see my face?”  He gripped his fledgling breasts.  “You don’t see these?”  
 
    “Chase, it’s –” 
 
    “I’m…I-I’m turning into a girl, aren’t I?” he said, sitting on the bed.   
 
    Sandy sat next to him, then put her hand on his slim, hairless thigh.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “But no matter what happens, I’m here for you.  You know that, don’t you?”  
 
    He nodded, but he didn’t really believe her.  If the worst happened, if he kept turning into a girl, there was no way Sandy would stick around.  He knew it.   
 
    “What about…you know…down below?” she asked. “Any changes?”  
 
    He glanced at her.  “I don’t want to talk about it,” he muttered. 
 
    “Just show me,” Sandy insisted.  “It’s fine.  I know it’s not your fault.”  
 
    On the verge of tears, he stood.  Then, slowly, he dragged his boxers down to his ankles.  Standing in front of Sandy, naked and fully exposed, he felt more vulnerable than he’d ever felt in his life.   
 
    “It’s smaller,” he said.  In fact, that was one of the first things he had noticed.  It was like his penis had given up and had begun to retract inside of him.  It was only half the length it should’ve been, and his testicles had followed suit.  “A lot smaller.  And…and I don’t think I’ve had a…you know…I don’t think I’ve been hard in almost a month.” 
 
    “Is…is this why you didn’t want to fool around last weekend?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded.  “It’s humiliating,” he said. 
 
    She stood up and hugged him.  “It’s going to be fine,” Sandy said.  “We’re going to go and see Michael, and he’ll know what to do.  He’s the smartest guy I know.” 
 
    “I…I hope so,” Chase said. 
 
    “Let’s get you dressed, then,” she said, guiding him to the closet.  “Sweats or something.  It’ll be fine.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase sat in his truck in the parking lot outside the university science building.  He wore a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt, which, in the spring, was extraordinarily uncomfortable.  However, it was all he could do, given his unique issues.  He wanted the door as Sandy exited the building and approached the truck.  She waved for him to follow. 
 
    “The lab’s empty now,” she said when he opened the truck door.  “Michael says we’ve got it for the rest of the night.”  
 
    Chase glanced at his phone, noting that it was approaching midnight.  They had been sitting in the truck for hours, waiting for Michael to shoo the rest of the students from the laboratory where he intended to run his tests.   
 
    “Finally,” Chase muttered, following Sandy inside.  Their destination was up one flight of stairs and on the right.  When Chase followed Sandy into the lab, he was struck by similar Michael looked to how he had the last time Chase had seen him, nearly five years before.  Short and a little dumpy, he had a round face and features he’d gotten from his mother, a second-generation Chinese-American woman.   
 
    Michael grinned.  “I can already see it,” he said, stepping toward Chase.  He leaned way too close, inspecting Chase’s face.  “Remarkable.  Let’s get to it, then.”  
 
    Over the next few hours, Michael put Chase through a series of tests.  X-Rays, drawing blood – not easy, given Chase’s nearly indestructible skin, but they managed it, and even a brain scan that they did down the hall.  It took Michael only a couple of glances at Chase’s blood under the microscope to make him visibly giddy.  However, he didn’t make a diagnosis until almost two hours later. 
 
    “So,” said Chase.  “What’s happening to me?”  
 
    “A lot,” Michael said.  Grinning, he held a tablet. 
 
    “Really want a little more than that.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” the young scientist said. “Well, let’s start with what’s actually changing you.”  He flipped the tablet around.  “Okay, see this?  It’s your blood.  You’ve got white blood cells.  Red blood cells. Platelets.  That’s normal.” 
 
    “And those spidery looking things?” asked Sandy, looking over Chase’s shoulder. 
 
    “As far as I can tell?  Nanobots,” he said.  “And they’re made of organic material.  Specifically, they’re made of your organic material.  Somewhere along the way, your body told some stem cells to become these little machines.  It’s really remarkable.”  
 
    “H-how do I get rid of them?” asked Chase. 
 
    “You don’t?” was Michael’s response.  “Listen, they’re part of you.  It’d be like asking how you get rid of your white blood cells.  I mean, sure, with some research, maybe I could cause them to break down.  Maybe some kind of chemotherapy or something.  But even if I could make that work, there would be side effects.  I’d be surprised if you survived.” 
 
    “O-okay,” Chase said.  “What else?”  
 
    “Well, your body chemistry resembles a pregnant woman’s,” he said.  “Not sure how that fits into all this.”  
 
    “Are these nanobots why he’s so strong?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Probably,” said Michael.  “Maybe it’s something else, though.  I noticed some peculiar activity in the pituitary gland.  Either way, I think it’s safe to say that you’re still developing.”  
 
    “How do I stop it?” asked Chase. 
 
    “Look – I’m still studying,” Michael said.  “And even if I wasn’t, I’d be willing to bet that nobody’s ever seen anything like this before.  So, anything I say is just an educated guess.  Emphasis on the guess part.” 
 
    “Can I stop it, though?” Chase asked. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Michael stated.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako looked out from the bridge of his new ship as it rose through the sky and into the upper atmosphere.  It was bigger than the Odyssey, and it was better equipped to take his people to safety.  The Alethphir had come through with their end of the bargain:  they’d furnished a ship, and they had given the Oraci safe conduct to board it.  And now, they were on the verge of escape.  It almost didn’t seem real. 
 
    He only hoped that Tasi and the others had found their safe haven, because Ako and the rest were going to follow in their footsteps.   
 
    “Will they follow?” asked Jopa, one of the elders who’d survived.  He had teal-colored carapace and matching claws. 
 
    “No,” Ako said. “They fear the weapon too much.”  
 
    “Would you have done it?” was Jopa’s next question.  “Would you have killed the entire planet?”  
 
    “In a blink,” Ako answered.   
 
    Jopa shook his head – a distinctly human gesture – then said, “I wish it had never come to this.  We were close to lasting peace.”  
 
    Ako barked a harsh laugh.  “Peace?” he said.  “It was always an unattainable dream.”  
 
    “Do you truly believe that?” asked Jopa. 
 
    “I do,” Ako answered.  “To them, we are monsters.  We always have been.  From the day we first crawled out of our caves, we have been fighting.  Perhaps if we were different, it might have turned out another way.”  
 
    “They turned on us,” said Jopa.  “They attacked us!” 
 
    “I am not interested in arguing with you,” Ako said.  “You know our history as well as any.  They did not attack until we did.  Not the first time.  This time, they were just continuing the never-ending conflict that began so long ago.  They couldn’t let us live.  Not if they ever wanted to feel safe.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Jopa muttered. 
 
    “Your belief isn’t necessary,” Ako said, stepping away once the ship made it into space.  “Make sure we remain on course.”  
 
    Ako left the bridge and quickly found the communications room.  Inside were a pair of scientists huddled over a monitor.  They looked up as he came in.  “Is it time?” they asked. 
 
    Ako nodded. “Launch,” he said.   
 
    Neither gave a verbal response, but Ako didn’t need one.  Not when they quickly moved to obey, launching nearly a hundred tiny rockets toward the planet below them.  He knew that each one contained enough virus to fuel an outbreak amongst the Alethphir.  Given the aggressive nature of the virus and the multiple outbreak sights, it would spread quickly.  Within weeks, the entire population of Alethphir would be dead or dying.   
 
    “Go,” Ako said. “Get into hibernation.”  
 
    They nodded, then left the room.  Ako watched the various monitors as the rockets sped through the atmosphere.  Once they reached a certain point, they broke apart, spraying the virus in a massive cloud behind them.  Each one would infect a few square miles.  And the affected Alethphir would then infect exponentially more before they began to present symptoms.  It was, in short, a perfect tool to affect the extinction of a species.   
 
    He continued to watch the monitors as the ship’s population – barely more than forty thousand of his people – made their way to the hibernation chambers.  It took most of a day, but eventually, they were safely tucked away.  All but Ako, who’d so far remained awake and aware.   
 
    He had a decision to make. 
 
    His mind whirling with the choices before him, he made his way back to the bridge where he found a monitor that controlled the hibernation chambers.  Each surviving member of Ako’s race was represented by a green light.   
 
    On the one hand, the Oraci were built for failure.  Certainly, they were strong.  They were fast.  Hardy.  And after a fashion, they were clever enough.  However, they were also warlike.  They had proven they couldn’t coexist with other species.  The most merciful thing to do would be to simply jettison the hibernation chambers and let his people die off peacefully.   
 
    But they were still his people.   
 
    He still cared about them, as irrational as it was.  He wanted to save them.  More, he wanted to be known as the one who’d done so.  He wanted glory.  Reverence.  He wanted everyone to know that he was the strongest.   
 
    He wanted to be a king. 
 
    As it happened, though, the decision was taken out of his hands, because within seconds of the ship jumping to faster-than-light speeds, his people began dying off.  One by one, the green lights turned to red as their lives were extinguished.   
 
    He screamed, but he didn’t have the expertise to stop it.  He didn’t even know what was causing it, save that the Alethphir had obviously rigged the ship to kill his people, the same as Ako had used the virus to murder their race.   
 
    Ako watched as his people met their end, ignorant of their fate.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit,” Chase muttered, standing in the middle of his room, naked as the day he was born.  His mother stood in the doorway, a hamper of clean clothes under her arm as she stared at her son.  The hamper fell to the floor with a loud thump as she took in her son’s transformation.  For his part, Chase threw an arm across his breasts and slapped a hand over his miniscule manhood in a useless attempt to conceal the breadth of the changes that had rocked his body.  “Mom!  Privacy!” 
 
    He’d just gotten out of the shower, so moisture still clung to his smooth, flawless skin, and the hair that hung down to the middle of his back was still wet.  It had been almost a month since the visit to Michael at the university, and in that time, Chase’s transformation had marched on without slowing down.  If anything, it had sped up. So, as he clung desperately to what little modesty he could manage, his mother saw that he had the body of a bikini model.   
 
    He’d taken to hiding beneath loose clothing, binding his breasts with mounds of bandages and bunching his hair beneath baseball caps.  However, exposed as he was, there was no way his mother hadn’t seen precisely what he’d become.   
 
    Not for the first time, he conceded that his girlfriend had been right when she’d insisted that he should get ahead of it, that he should make up some kind of excuse to tell his parents.  He couldn’t hide it forever.  The rational thing to do was to control the narrative, lest it get away from him.  But judging by his mother’s stunned expression, that option had become impossible.   
 
    “Y-you…you’re a…you…” 
 
    She couldn’t even form a coherent sentence, let alone process Chase’s appearance.  And while he’d had time to process, to acclimate himself to his new reality, his mother hadn’t.  Clearly, she was struggling with the idea that, for all intents and purposes, she now had a daughter in place of the son she’d raised.   
 
    “Look, mom,” he said, awkwardly grabbing his bedspread and wrapping it around his chest to provide at least a little modesty.  “I can explain.” 
 
    “Explain?”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s just that…I mean…I guess I should have come out to you sooner, but…you know, it’s not easy,” he muttered, telling the only feasible lie he and Sandy had come up with.  Still, he felt like there was a massive weight bearing down on his chest as he said, “I’m a girl, mom.  I’m trans.” 
 
    The older woman looked like she was going to faint.  Chase felt similar, if he was honest.  Now that the proverbial cat was out of the bag, there would be no going back.  He could never be the man he was supposed to have been.  The one he still so desperately wanted to be.  The real him.  Not after coming out so dramatically.   
 
    “W-who knows?” the woman managed to whisper. 
 
    Chase shrugged.  “Nobody but Sandy,” he said.  “Why?” 
 
    He needn’t have asked.  In a small town, it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew.  Soon, his parents wouldn’t be Marie and Hugh Carson, farmers and upstanding members of the community.  They’d become the parents of the tranny.  The failures.  The freaks.  Even if there was no animosity there – and it was a ridiculous notion that, in small town America, he’d be completely accepted as a girl – they would still be a subject of gossip.  The town weirdos.  And that was the best-case scenario.  At worst, they would be ostracized.  It wasn’t so long ago that the Parker family had been pushed out of the local church after their son had come out as being gay.  The same would happen to Chase’s family.  He knew it.   
 
    “I’m sorry, mom,” he muttered. 
 
    She didn’t respond.  Instead, she simply stared at him, tears in her eyes, then turned on her heel and left him without saying a word.  Chase called after her, but she didn’t respond.  So, with no other option, he got dressed.  None of his clothes fit right, but he’d been dealing with that for a while, so it wasn’t such a big deal.  However, considering that his secret was out, he didn’t bother binding his breasts.  Instead, he simply slipped on a pair of gym shorts, tying the drawstring as tight as he could, then donned a baggy sweatshirt that, with his breasts unrestrained, did little to hide the twin mounds on his chest.  He ended it with tying his hair into a tail.   
 
    That’s when he heard the yelling.   
 
    Chase couldn’t make out the words, but given the timing, he knew the subject.  His mother had told his father.  Chase knew how hard that would hit the man.  After all, his father had spent so much time, had expended so much effort in making Chase into his perfect version of manhood.  From an early age, the man had pushed Chase into masculine hobbies like hunting, fishing, and football – and in his defense, he’d always been there for his on.  He was a good father. 
 
    Or so Chase thought.  Considering the shouting downstairs, Chase was beginning to amend his assessment of his father.  Certainly, he was a good dad – so long as Chase was the sort of son he wanted.  The moment he became something else, the second he went off the path, a different person had obviously come out.   
 
    Did the man love Chase?  Or did he love the idea of having a perfect son?   
 
    Finally, after the shouting had mostly died down, Chase martialed his courage and left his room.  Even as he descended the steps, he knew he was walking into a new life, one where he was a completely new person.  Briefly, he considered telling them the truth.  Would they even believe him?  Would they care?  Or would they still be disappointed?  Would they still hate him?  
 
    He shook off the notion.  No – he couldn’t tell them because he couldn’t predict their reaction.  Sure, it was a nice fantasy to think that they’d believe him and understand, that they’d try to help him through it, but it was just that – a fantasy.  Reality – and the shouting he’d just heard – told a different story.  No doubt, they’d force him to go to doctors.  They would want to fix him.   
 
    And Chase didn’t want to be fixed. 
 
    Certainly, he wasn’t happy about his body’s transformation.  He didn’t want to be a girl, much less one that could make a living on the cover of Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Edition.  But discounting the gender issues, he loved the way he felt.  He loved his new abilities in a way he couldn’t really articulate.  Losing that, going back to being plain, old Chase, simply wasn’t an option, and if the cost was his masculinity, so be it.   
 
    Still, he didn’t relish the confrontation that was coming.  Not even a little.   
 
    Finally, Chase found the bottom of the steps and turned to see his parents sitting in the living room.  His mother’s eyes were rimmed in red; she’d obviously been crying.  His father’s face was flushed. 
 
    “We need to talk,” he said, his voice stronger than he would’ve anticipated. 
 
    “Damn right we do,” said his father.  “What’s this about you being a goddamn sissy?”  
 
    Chase didn’t immediately respond because, well, he didn’t have much of a response.  Instead, he calmly found a place on the loveseat opposite his parents, then said, “Okay.  First of all, I’m not a sissy.” 
 
    What came next was the longest, most uncomfortable conversation he’d ever had.  They shouted.  They cried.  And in the end, they came to an understanding that, given the circumstances, was probably the best Chase could’ve hoped for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe they kicked you out,” said Sandy, loading a box into the bed of Chase’s truck.  She glanced back at Chase’s parents, who were sitting on the porch.  “They are such assholes!”  
 
    Chase shrugged.  The discussion with his parents had gone pretty much exactly as he thought it would, save that they’d made a compromise that he hadn’t expected.  They had agreed to pay for an apartment in the city rather than throw him out on the streets.  According to them, they didn’t approve of his decisions – like it was his choice, even in the version of events where they thought he was actually transgender – but they still loved him.  Not enough to weather the storm of the town’s disapproval, obviously, but enough to shell out a few hundred bucks worth of rent each month.   
 
    In a way, he knew it was probably better if he simply disappeared.  Easier, at the very least.  So, without many other options, he’d agreed. 
 
    He glanced back at the porch that ran along the front of his parents’ house.  He’d already stopped thinking of it as home, and he hadn’t even moved out yet.    
 
    “I guess we all want to believe our parents will love us no matter what,” he said, not nearly loud enough for his parents to hear.  They pointedly had not bothered helping him pack or load the truck.  In fact, they were both doing their very best to ignore the fact that he even existed.  That probably made it easier for them.  “But I think that’s pretty rare, honestly.  I don’t blame them.  It’s a big change.”  
 
    “They’re kicking you out because they think –” 
 
    “They’re scared is all,” Chase said.  “I get it.” 
 
    “I don’t,” she muttered.  However, she knew just how judgmental a small town could be.  She knew the upheaval it would cause if they all suddenly found out that Chase Carson wasn’t the person they wanted him to be.   
 
    “It’s fine,” he said.  “It’s all going to be fine.”  
 
    He wanted to believe that, but he was also terrified.  At the end of the day, he was still only eighteen-years-old.  He didn’t have the life experiences to set out on his own.  Thankfully, Sandy’s parents had agreed to let him stay at her house for a few weeks until he could find a place of his own.  It was a nice gesture, and he appreciated it.  However, he couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be so generous if they knew why his parents had kicked him out.   
 
    Finally, the last box was in the truck.  He was ready to leave his old life behind.  So, he walked on trembling legs to the porch and looked up at his parents, who sat on a pair of rocking chairs beside the door.   
 
    “I’m going, now,” he said. 
 
    “Drive safe,” was all his father said. 
 
    No goodbye.  No declarations of love.  Nothing.  Just a meaningless platitude he would’ve told any stranger.  Maybe that’s all he was, now.  A stranger.  Certainly, Chase wasn’t the person he’d been only a few months before.  That much was abundantly clear each time he looked in the mirror.   
 
    “Not going to say anything, mom?” Chase said, glancing toward his mother. 
 
    “Nothing else to say,” the older woman muttered, not even bothering to look her child in the eyes.   
 
    “Yeah,” Chase said. “Guess there isn’t.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase squirmed as Sandy wrapped the tape measure around his chest, brushing it against his nipples.  She playfully slapped his bare butt.  “Stop wiggling,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Chase responded. “But they’re really sensitive.”  
 
    She ignored him, continuing to take measurements.  Finally, after she’d measured nearly ever part of his body, noting each number on a piece of paper on her nightstand, she said, “Okay – so this is what we’re working with.” 
 
    Chase looked at the paper.  “Thirty-six, twenty-three, thirty-seven,” he muttered.  “D-Cup.” 
 
    “You’re freaking stacked,” said Sandy.  “I’m actually jealous.”  
 
    Chase glanced into the full-length mirror and looked at his reflection.  Sandy certainly wasn’t wrong.  In the last few weeks, his body’s transformation had slowed to a halt, leaving him with almost cartoonishly feminine proportions.  On top of that, he had flawless skin and a gorgeous face.  Everything looked, for lack of a better term, perfect.   
 
    Sandy cupped one of his breasts, lifting it slightly.  “It’s like gravity doesn’t even affect you,” she said before flicking a finger across his enlarged nipple.   
 
    “Great to know,” he muttered.  “Can I please get dressed now?  You have what you need, right?  You can get me some clothes?”  
 
    “I mean, yeah,” she said. “Obviously.  But we need to talk about style.”  
 
    “Plain,” he said.  “Don’t…um…I don’t want…” 
 
    “Nothing too girly,” she said.  “Kind of figured that.  It’s a shame, though, hiding all that under baggy sweatshirts and sweaters.  Plus, you’re going to need to figure out what to do with your hair.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I brush it,” he said. 
 
    “And that would work if you were a dude,” Sandy said. “But you’ve got to take care of it.  You can use my stuff for now, but we’re going to have to –” 
 
    Chase sat down with a huff. “I wish I could just cut it off,” he muttered, fingering the red-gold tresses.  “I don’t know.  I shouldn’t complain, right?  I mean, I’ve got super strength.  I’m freaking bulletproof.  Not to mention that my knee hasn’t hurt me in months.  And the other stuff, I get, I guess.  But not every girl has long hair.”  
 
    “You have every right to complain,” said Sandy, sitting next to him.  “This is a big deal.”  
 
    He bent over, burying his face in his hands.  His heavy, unconstrained breasts tugged at his chest.  Most of the time, he was fine.  He could cope perfectly well with everything that had happened.  But there were moments when it felt like the entire world was pushing down on him, when all he wanted was to go back in time and be the person he’d once been.   
 
    “What are we going to do?” he asked, looking up at his girlfriend. 
 
    “Put one foot in front of the other,” was her answer. 
 
    “No,” he said. “You don’t understand what I’m asking.  I mean, I’m not about to jump off a building or anything.  I’m going to keep going.  But what about you and me?  What are we, now?”  
 
    Sandy didn’t answer, and he knew why.  His girlfriend was a lot of things, but a lesbian, she wasn’t.  So long as Chase looked like he did, their relationship was doomed.  Neither had addressed it, but it was true, all the same.   
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered at last.  “Sometimes, I think I can just will myself to make it work.  I can appreciate your beauty.  I know you’re sexy as hell.  But…then…when I think about…you know…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chase said. 
 
    The thing he didn’t want to admit, even to himself, was that his body’s transformation hadn’t been limited to his physical form.  There had been other changes.  Mental changes.  Emotional changes.  Once, he’d had to force himself to keep his hands off of Sandy.  But now?  No fire.  Nothing but a warm sense of camaraderie.  He loved her – of that he was sure – but he wasn’t attracted to her.   
 
    “We’re always friends, though,” Sandy said.  “No matter what else happens.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he muttered, but his heart felt like someone was squeezing it in a death grip.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase resisted the urge to reach back and tug his panties out from between his butt cheeks.  Not for the first time, he regretted sending Sandy out to get his new wardrobe.  For the most part, she had done a phenomenal job; she knew he didn’t want anything terribly feminine, so she’d restricted her purchases to jeans and fairly unisex tops.  However, a few of her purchases had been decidedly less androgynous; chief among those was the thong panties she’d bought.  It had been nearly three weeks, and he still wasn’t used to the way they felt.   
 
    At least they’re cotton, he mused. 
 
    She had also bought a few pairs of leggings that Chase definitely wasn’t brave enough to wear, a bevy of sports bras, and a few pairs of shorts that he definitely didn’t intend to wear anytime soon.   
 
    And then there was the lingerie.   
 
    Sandy had admitted that she’d bought the outfit – or costume, as Chase thought of it – on a whim.  He knew her heart was in the right place; on the heels of admitting that their relationship was probably over, she’d thought that buying a pair of matching sexy costumes would, perhaps, spark their interest in one another.  However, the moment Chase had looked at the strappy, barely-there ensemble, he’d disabused her of that notion.  There was no way in hell he was going to wear that.   
 
    Still, at least she was trying.  At least she hadn’t given up.   
 
    That thought comforted Chase as he retrieved the bag of groceries from his passenger seat and closed the door.  With a sigh, he looked up at the apartment building.  They’d moved into the place a bare week before, but already, Chase was tired of living in such a run-down place.  His truck had already been broken into twice.  Sirens blared at all hours of the night.  And their neighbors looked like they belonged on a particularly grungy episode of “Cops”.   
 
    But it was all they could afford for now.  Chase hadn’t had much luck getting a job – mostly because he had no skills, and, despite his beauty, he was just awkward enough to throw interviewers off.  It was like they all knew there was something amiss, and while they couldn’t quite put their finger on what made the pretty job candidate different, it left a bad taste in their mouths.   
 
    Those thoughts occupied Chase’s mind as he quickly covered the span of the parking lot, keeping his head down all the way.  He wasn’t afraid, per se, but despite his superpowers, being a beautiful woman alone in a dark parking lot was enough to rattle his nerves.  So, it wasn’t until he reached the apartment building’s entrance that he let himself notice the sounds coming from the other side of the parking lot.   
 
    Screams. 
 
    He looked up, and though his sight was partially blocked by a pair of cars, Chase saw the origin of the noise.  Two rough-looking men had cornered a woman, and they were bearing down on her.  Before Chase even knew what he was doing, he’d set the groceries on the ground and started moving toward the trio. 
 
    Chase didn’t have a plan.  He barely even thought.  He simply acted.  When he finally reached them, the woman had backed herself against a brown sedan.  The glint of moonlight on metal told Chase that one of the men had a knife.  The other looked like he could’ve played linebacker for the Bears.  Not that Chase paid that much attention.  He was too angry. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” he growled, his voice sounding pitifully weak and feminine in his own ears.   
 
    The big man glanced Chase’s way.  “Aren’t you a fine, little piece,” he said.  “Just wait your turn, sexy.  We’ll be with you in a second.”  
 
    “I said to leave her alone,” Chase repeated.  “This doesn’t have to get ugly.” 
 
    The bigger man laughed, and the knife wielder finally spoke, saying, “Listen to that, Marv.  We got us a hero, here.” He pushed the woman to the pavement and turned to Chase.  “What?  You think ‘cause you see all them movies where the girl beats up the guy twice her size that you can be a hero?  Real life don’t work that way.” 
 
    The two men forgot their intended victim. Both focused exclusively on Chase, who stood his ground.  He knew that neither of them could hurt him.  He’d tested it out a thousand times.  He should have been confident.   
 
    But he wasn’t. 
 
    Fight or flight. 
 
    His body wanted the latter, and his mind, instinctively recognizing the lopsided odds of a potential confrontation, agreed.  Chase forced those instincts aside and squared his shoulders.   
 
    “I think that’s exactly how it works,” he said, proud of the fact that his voice didn’t even tremble.  “Like I said, get out of here, and I won’t –” 
 
    The big man rushed him, wrapping his arms around Chase in a great bear hug.  Before Chase even knew what was happening, the smaller of the two was thrusting with a six-inch blade.   
 
    “W-what the fuck?” the man exclaimed, looking down at his knife.  It had penetrated Chase’s sweatshirt, but it had been turned aside by his impenetrable skin.  That calmed Chase’s doubts, and with little effort, shrugged out of the bigger man’s grip.  He pushed, sending the man flying through the air to collide with the brown sedan.  The smaller man, his eyes wide, said, “What the f-fuck?” 
 
    Chase didn’t bother responding.  Instead, he grabbed the man by the shirt and sent him careening into his partner.  Then, he said, “Get out of here.  If I see either of you around here again, I’m not going easy on you.  You understand?”  
 
    Both men nodded, then scrambled to their feet.  They were running away in an instant.  Chase looked down at their intended victim, who was staring at him.  “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “How…how did you do that?” she asked. 
 
    “I work out a lot,” he answered with a shrug, offering the woman his hand. 
 
    “I guess you do,” she said, taking it.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” was Chase’s nonchalant response.  However, after he sent the woman on her way and made his way back to the apartment, he’d never felt better about himself.  For the first time in months – maybe in his entire life – he felt like he’d done something that really mattered.  And it felt good. 
 
    Really good. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were all dead. 
 
    Ako sat on the gleaming floor of the ship, surrounded by the graves of the Oraci.  He had spent the last month going through the motions of barest an existence.  He ate when he was hungry.  He slept when he was tired.  But most of the time, he simply sat there, numb and trying to remember why he even bothered anymore.  All the while, those corpses, all perfectly preserved inside their hibernation chambers, mocked him.   
 
    It was one thing to acknowledge that the Oraci’s suffering needed to end, once and for all, to ponder the option of making such a thing happen.  Ako knew that his people could not coexist with any other sentient being.  They were too warlike.  Too monstrous.  The Alethphir knew it, and they had taken steps to exterminate the menace.  Ako had live up to the Oraci’s reputation, doing the same to the Alethphir. 
 
    But now what? 
 
    Could he ever go back to Tasi, who hated the war?  She was a warrior born.  She was strong.  Fast.  Deadly.  But she had tried to work with the Alethphir.  She’d wanted to forge a peace.  Even after the extermination began, Tasi had held out hope that they could find some common ground.   
 
    And now she was light years away on a planet Ako could hardly imagine.  Perhaps she was helping to build shelters.  Maybe she was learning the local ecology.  Maybe their child had already been born.   
 
    Ako shuddered at the thought.  His child would grow up an exile. 
 
    For a moment, Ako considered stalking toward the bridge and setting a collision course for the nearest star.  He didn’t want to live the life of a monster anymore.  He couldn’t.  He wouldn’t.   
 
    But that’s what he was, wasn’t it?  Had it always been there, lurking just beneath the surface?  Had his monstrous nature been pulled out by months of torture?  By the notion that his people had fought for their very existence?  Or had those circumstances created it?   
 
    It was easy to think the latter, to pass his actions off as a response to monstrous circumstances, but he knew the truth.  He had always been a monster.  The Alethphir regarded them as little more than beasts, and Ako had difficulty thinking of himself in other terms.  He’d reacted like a cornered animal, lashing out the with the only means available.  And he had taken millions, perhaps billions, of lives with him.   
 
    It was war.   
 
    He’d had no choice. 
 
    He had been pushed too far. 
 
    A thousand excuses rolled through his mind, but they were just that – excuses.  Useless.  Meaningless.  He was a monster uncaged.   
 
    Could he change, though? 
 
    Ako wanted to.  He wanted to find his family and be the example Tasi wanted him to be.  He wanted peace.  A comfortable, if simple, life.  He wanted the Oraci to thrive, once again.  But his hands were covered in blood.  Innocent men and women, even children, had died by his hand.  And he knew he’d never escape that.   
 
    Ako sighed, leaning against a hibernation pod that had become a coffin for one his people.  Closing his eyes, he tilted his head toward the ceiling, and in his mind’s eye, he saw Tasi.  The love of his life.  The one connection he had to something better.  Something pure.  He clung to that image, and it gave him the strength to rise.  It gave him the strength to move.  To live.   
 
    He would find her, and they would raise their family together.  That was what made him put one foot in front of the other as he prepared for the long journey to the little, blue world that had been her destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not wearing this outside the apartment,” Chase said, resisting the urge to tug at the ridiculously skimpy costume.  “I’m not even comfortable wearing it here.” 
 
    Sandy just leaned back, saying, “It is missing something.”  
 
    “Fabric?” suggested Chase, catching a glimpse of his reflection in the nearby mirror.  What he saw was a breathtaking woman in the kind of skimpy costume usually reserved for pornographic parodies of comic book heroes.  The costume was, at its basic level, mostly unchanged from the one Sandy had brought home from whatever fetish shop she’d bought it from.  However, she’d added a pair of matching, thigh-high boots, a black choker, and a mask that outlined his eyes.  It was held on by medical adhesive.  And while he couldn’t argue that he didn’t look good – there was still enough man in him to acknowledge that he was gorgeous – the idea of leaving the apartment in such an ensemble filled him with dread.   
 
    “No,” she said, tapping her bottom lip as she studied him.  Meanwhile, Chase marveled at the fact that he couldn’t see the slightest bulge in his crotch.  “That is definitely not it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Chase said.  “I could just go out in a hoodie and some sweatpants or something, right?  I don’t need this…this…all of this!” 
 
    “I’ve already told you a hundred times,” Sandy said.  “If you want to go out and beat up criminals – something I’m against, by the way – you can’t look like you.  We need to get as far away from your normal look as possible.  So, unless you want to start wearing actual girl clothes in your normal life, this is the best disguise you’ll ever get.”  
 
    “I look like a whore,” he muttered. 
 
    “A badass whore who can lift a car,” Sandy said. 
 
    “That really doesn’t help.” 
 
    She perked up.  “I’ve got it!” she exclaimed before disappearing into the room they shared.  It was a little awkward, sleeping in the same bed, but they’d made it work.  A few minutes later, Sandy returned carrying a bundle of white hair.  “Here we go.” 
 
    She didn’t even ask Chase for permission before she started putting the wig on.  It wasn’t perfect – she said that it would take a lot more work to get it to stay put – but when she was finished, she stepped back, saying, “There we go.  I don’t even recognize you.”  
 
    Chase looked in the mirror, and he had to agree.  The combination of the wig and the ridiculous costume had rendered him unrecognizable from the girl everyone thought he was.  It wasn’t that surprising, really.  Over the course of the previous few weeks, he’d rarely been seen in anything but sweatshirts, tee-shirts, and jeans.  He didn’t wear makeup.  He didn’t act girly.  But the girl looking back at him in the mirror?  She was someone completely different.   
 
    It felt good.  Right in a way he couldn’t really explain. 
 
    “How are you in those heels?” asked Sandy. 
 
    Chase turned a circle.  “I don’t know why girls always complain about these,” he said.  “I barely even notice I’m wearing them.”  
 
    “Because we don’t all have superhuman balance and durability,” she said, smirking. 
 
    He shrugged, his breasts giving a slight jiggle.  “Guess that makes sense,” he said.  “What now?” 
 
    “Well, you can train, I guess,” she suggested.  “Get used to moving around in that get-up.  Or…well…”  She looked past him to where a police scanner sat on the counter.  “You could get started being awesome.” 
 
    “Tell me I’m not silly for doing this,” Chase said.  “Tell me I’m not making a mistake.” 
 
    “I…I can’t really do that, Chase,” she said. “But what I can say is that you could probably help a lot of people.  I don’t know why you are the way you are, but you’ve been given a gift.  It’s kind of your responsibility to use them.” 
 
    “With great power comes –” 
 
    “If you quote Spider-man at me, I’m going to throw up,” Sandy said, grinning.  After a second, though, she said, “Seriously, though – Uncle what’s-his-name was kind of right.”  
 
    “Uncle Ben,” Chase said. 
 
    “Whatever,” she responded.  “I only watched the newest ones.” 
 
    Just then, the police scanner came alive, announcing a robbery in progress nearby.  Chase said, “Guess that’s kind of a sign.”  He opened the nearby window, then climbed onto the sill, extremely aware that he was incredibly exposed.  “Wish me luck, then.”  
 
    “Knock ‘em dead,” she said. “Not literally.  Seriously – don’t kill anybody.  Just, like…you know what I mean.” 
 
    Chase grinned, then jumped out of the window, falling three stories to the alley that abutted their apartment.  He barely felt it.   
 
    Keeping to the shadows, Chase ran down one alley, then a deserted street before finding the convenience store mentioned on the police scanner.  Inside, there was a masked man holding a gun on a visibly shaken clerk while a pair of presumed customers huddled nearby on the floor.  Chase ground his teeth together, then stepped up to the door and yanked it open.  A bell rang, announcing his presence and startling the gunman who, panicked, turned and fired.  The bullet hit Chase in the stomach. 
 
    He bent double, clutching at his middle.  It felt like he’d just taken a punch to the gut by Mike Tyson.  He gasped for air, but when he pulled his hands away, there was no blood. 
 
    “W-what the fuck are you supposed to be?” the gunman said as Chase straightened up to his full height.  In the heeled boots, he towered over the man. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Chase said.  “What matters is that you’re going to drop that gun.”  
 
    “Like hell I am,” the man growled.  Then, he fired the rest of the rounds in his revolver.  Only two of them hit Chase, but they did even less damage than the first.  “W-what the…” 
 
    Chase stepped forward and backhanded the criminal.  Even though he’d pulled his punch, it knocked the man out.  Then, he turned to the clerk, who still hadn’t moved.  “You have any robe or anything back there?” he asked.   
 
    “N-no…” 
 
    “Zip ties, maybe?” Chase suggested.  Turned out that he had those, which Chase used to bind the criminal.  By the time he was finished, the man was waking up.  And the seemingly ever-present sirens were getting closer.  So, Chase said, “Guess it’s time for me to go.  You’re okay, right?”  
 
    The man nodded.  Then, before Chase could leave, he asked, “Who are you?”  
 
    “Just a concerned citizen,” said Chase.  Then, he took off at a sprint that could rival some sports cars.  He climbed back through the apartment window a little while later, flush wish his victory.   
 
    Sandy looked up, asking, “How did it go?”  
 
    “It was great!” Chase said before describing what had happened.  “And then I just told him I was a concerned citizen.  It was freaking awesome.” 
 
    “And at what point did your tit pop out?” Sandy asked. 
 
    Chase felt the floor drop out from beneath him, and he looked down to see that his breast had, indeed, come free of its confines.  “I…I don’t know,” he admitted.   
 
    Sandy grinned.  “It’s okay,” she said. “This was just a test run.  We’ll get some adhesive or something for next time.  At least your wig stayed on.” 
 
    “Y-yeah,” said Chase, hastily tucking himself back into the costume. 
 
    “But between you and me, you need a name,” she said.  “Something sexy.  Something…I don’t know…dangerous.  Like a real superhero.”  
 
    “I am really not that creative,” Chase said.   
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Sandy said.  And Chase agreed.  As uncomfortable as he’d initially felt, doing good had quickly overwhelmed it.  He had no intentions of stopping, now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase crouched on the rooftop, heedless of how exposed he was.  The long, white tresses of his wig, safely secured via what felt like tube of wig glue, fluttered in a slight breeze.  Over the previous six months, he’d grown accustomed to his costume, rarely even giving much thought to the fact that he was nearly naked.  In fact, there was a certain empowerment to the way people – especially men – looked at him.  It was a mix of admiration, attraction, and, most potently of all, fear.   
 
    In those six months, he’d gained something of a reputation.  The news had latched onto his vigilantism in a way Chase hadn’t expected; one of the local channels even had a nightly segment tracking his exploits.  To date, he’d helped stop dozens of crimes, but there always seemed to be more to do – which is how he found himself atop that roof, staring down at the robbery in progress.   
 
    In a moment, he took in the scene.  The warehouse loading dock looked normal enough, so long as you didn’t notice the crumpled form of a pair of bound guards against a wall.  Or the fact that the workers loading big screen televisions into a delivery truck didn’t wear the warehouse’s uniform.  Instead, they all wore variations of the same black outfit.  Dark pants, dark shirts, and stocking caps on their heads that could easily be pulled down to obscure faces.  Only one had a visible weapon, but Chase knew from experience that they would all be packing some kind of firearm.   
 
    Not that it really mattered, he thought.  He’d withstood nearly twenty gunshots in the course of his exploits, and none had so much as scratched him.  Certainly, none were a pleasant experience.  They bruised something fierce.  But they weren’t deadly.   
 
    Finally, Chase had had enough, and he stepped from the fourth story roof and fell to the pavement of a concealed alley.  He landed lightly, absorbing the shock in his superhuman legs before taking a deep breath and striding from the alley.  Within a few seconds, he found himself at the razor-wire topped fence, which he leapt without much thought.  It was only twelve feet high, which was little more inconvenient than stepping onto a curb.   
 
    His heels clicked as he walked, his hips swaying seductively, a part of his disguise.  As Chase, he walked more like a man.  But as his superheroic alter ego, he’d adopted that exaggerated walk.  One more layer of concealment, a necessity given his growing notoriety.   
 
    He quickly covered the span of the warehouse lot, soon finding himself standing, one hand on a cocked hip, and saying, “You boys need a hand?”  
 
    The criminals all reacted predictably.  They knew what that voice meant.   
 
    “The Lady of the Night!” one hissed, pulling a pistol from his waistband.  The others – all five of them – followed suit.   
 
    The presumed leader stepped forward, saying, “We don’t want no trouble, Lady.”  He twirled one finger in a circle. “Just turn that sexy ass around and find somebody else to mess with, yeah?”  
 
    Chase hated the name he’d been given.  Lady of the Night.  Not only was it clunky, it had certain connotations he was very much uncomfortable with.  But it did sort of fit.  After all, he worked exclusively at night – his various jobs saw to that.  But given the way he was dressed – or rather, all the ways he wasn’t – it was easy to imagine him as some kind of whore.  Or a whore’s idea of what a superheroine would wear.  In any case, Chase couldn’t change the moniker bestowed upon him by the news, so he pushed his irritation aside.   
 
    He darted forward.  Impotent gunshots rang out.  Chase ignored them, grabbing the man around the neck.  Chase squeezed.  “You think I’m sexy?  I’ve got to tell you – flattery will get you nowhere,” he said.  Then, on a whim, he grabbed the criminal’s groin, feeling his generous manhood.  “On second thought, maybe you and me can go find somewhere private.” 
 
    The words were out of his mouth before he even knew what he was thinking, and by the time he wrapped his brain around what he’d said, the horror had set in.  He didn’t like men.  Sure, living the previous six months as a woman had made him curious, but he was decidedly straight.  Or lesbian.  Whatever.  The point was that he didn’t want to be groping some well-hung criminal in the middle of a warehouse parking lot. 
 
    So, why was he?   
 
    Chase released the startled man. 
 
    It was just part of the act. 
 
    He didn’t really like men.   
 
    That twirl in his stomach was just nervousness.  It didn’t have anything to do with what Chase had just held in his hands.  Or the not-so-clean thoughts that had darted briefly through his mind.  Or the fact that, even now, he was wondering what it would feel like to be overpowered by the gang of thugs, to let them have their collective way with him.   
 
    He shook his head, freeing himself from those thoughts. 
 
    Then, just as he was about to finish his apprehension of the criminals, a comet hit him with the force of a locomotive, sending him careening across the pavement and into the fence, which bowed, then tore free of the concrete.  By the time Chase stopped flying through the air, he was across the street and mired in the remnants of a brick wall, what was left of the chain link fence tangling around him.   
 
    “W-what the…” 
 
    He didn’t have time to extricate himself before a creature out of a nightmare was looming over him.  Vague familiarity tickled Chase’s muddled mind as he stared up at the thing.  It had pale, chalky skin, accented by purple strips of hardened carapace.  Its shoulders bore the nearly-black material, and it had matching claws.  It was clothed in a matte black jumpsuit.   
 
    “Did you kill her?” it demanded, its fanged mouth mauling the words to the point where they were nearly unintelligible.  “Did you take her from me?”  
 
    “I…I don’t…I don’t know what you’re talking about,” managed Chase, already starting to recover from his shock.  His blood was up, and he felt himself flush with the excitement of an imminent battle.  That feeling he’d felt when he’d faced down the burgling thugs only a few moments before redoubled, singing its song in his loins.  It wasn’t just anticipation.  It was a need for an almost sexual release.   
 
    Or was he imagining the “almost” part? 
 
    Chase ripped himself free of the fence and climbed out of the rubble of the wall.  “Why did you attack me?” he spat.  The creature had more than a foot in height over Chase, and its muscles rippled with strength.   
 
    It cocked its head to the side, then retrieved something from its belt.  Chase barely had time to react before it pointed what had to be a weapon at him, and pulled a trigger.  Chase braced himself for pain, but nothing came.  Instead, a grid of green light arced out from the device, sweeping itself over Chase.   
 
    “Interesting,” the creature said.   
 
    “You are seriously creeping me out, man,” said Chase. 
 
    “You must come with me,” the thing stated. 
 
    “Like hell I will…” 
 
    “Do you refuse?” asked the creature, its voice oddly calm.   
 
    Chase didn’t need precognition to know that, should he refuse to go with the creature – an alien, Chase was sure – it would take him by force.  So, he did the only thing he could think of: he launched himself in an all-out attack. 
 
    Chase swung his fist in his best haymaker, catching the alien by surprise.  It connected with the thing’s jaw, sending it reeling back.  Chase didn’t hesitate.  Instead, he pounced, using the thing’s momentary distraction to his best advantage.  He swung.  He kicked.  He put every ounce of power behind the blows.  But all he could do was momentarily stagger the thing. 
 
    And it recovered quickly. 
 
    Within seconds, it had taken control of the fight.  Within a few more, it had caught Chase’s wrists in its clawed hands, holding them there with little effort.  Chase could lift cars.  He could jump nearly forty feet into the air.  He was nigh invulnerable.  But this creature was clearly as far above him as he was above a normal human being.  He stood no chance. 
 
    Still, he fought.  He refused to give up even as the alien clamped shackles around Chase’s wrists and ankles and tossed him over its shoulder in a fireman’s carry.  Then, he bounded away to a large park, in the center of which was an honest-to-God space ship that rippled into view as they approached. 
 
    Chase struggled, wiggling this way and that, but he couldn’t escape as he was dragged onboard.  Nor could he do anything when the creature strapped him into what looked like a futuristic dentist’s chair – if the dentist was a serial killer – and strapped him into place.  A few seconds later, Chase felt a needle pierce his skin, and, slowly, he felt unconsciousness overtake him.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase awoke to a cacophony of discomfort.  It wasn’t pain – not precisely.  Nor was it the absence of such.  Rather, it was almost like the anticipation of pain.  Equally unpleasant, but more imaginative than literal.  And he was completely naked, his legs splayed wide and his arms stretched above his head.   
 
    He opened his eyes, glancing around.  He had been moved.  That much was certain; the spaceship into which he had been taken had been small.  Cramped.  But this?  It was like a pristine, white amphitheater, and he was center stage.  His captor hovered nearby, its clawed fingers dancing over a transparent monitor, a series of unrecognizable glyphs streaking across what looked like glass.   
 
    His captor turned. “Awake,” it said, stepping away from the console.  It approached Chase, who struggled against his bonds.  “At last.” 
 
    “Who are you?” he said.  “What do you want?”  
 
    “I am called Ako,” it said. “And I am not of your world.”  
 
    “You think?  Tell me something I don’t know, asshole,” Chase growled. 
 
    It cocked its head to the side again, studying Chase.  “Ah,” he said.  “An idiom.  Your language is littered with them.”  
 
    The creature, which Chase got the distinct impression was male, reached down and unlatched something from the nightmare chair that held Chase.  A second later, it was upright again and holding what looked like a gun.  “You should thank me,” he said, repositioning itself between Chase’s legs.  “I can complete this transformation for you.  You can be whole.  And you will serve something greater than yourself.”  
 
    “Just tell me what’s going on,” Chase pleaded, terrified of what the alien might do.  “Please.” 
 
    Again, it cocked its head, then, after a moment’s pause, said, “Very well.  If it will ensure your cooperation.” 
 
    “For now,” Chase said.  “I’ll be good.” 
 
    And he meant it.  Struggling was useless, anyway.  There was no escape.   
 
    “You are aboard a ship,” it said. 
 
    “Okay.  Go on.” 
 
    “I have spent the past few days following your trail,” it went on.  “First, the farm.  Then, when I had your scent –” 
 
    “You sniffed me out?” asked Chase. “Like a dog?” 
 
    “Dog,” Ako said, again cocking its head as it thought.  Or had some sort of information passed to him by who knew what.  “Small furry companion creature.  Some were used for hunting.  Ah.  I see the confusion.  Scent.  I was merely using one of your expressions.  When I say ‘scent’, I mean that my tracking matrix found your unique life signs.  It directed me here.” 
 
    “Great,” Chase said.   
 
    “You are unique,” said Ako.  “A fusing of my mate’s DNA with that of a human.” 
 
    “The egg,” Chase said. “This was because of the egg.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ako responded.  “It was designed to propagate my species.  In the event that its occupant died, it was supposed to…create…a…a…mother.”  
 
    Fuck, Chase thought, unable to ignore the fact that his legs were spread wide.  
 
    “My mate was pregnant,” Ako said, his tone faraway.  “Tasi.  You now have the blood of a great warrior coursing through your veins.  You should be grateful.”  
 
    Chase didn’t think so, but he didn’t respond.  He had nothing to say.  So, his explanation complete, Ako bent down, his face inches from Chase’s groin, and hefted the gun.  Chase only had a second to cry out before the alien brought the tool to bear, sending a bright, red laser to collide with Chase’s genitals.  In seconds, the creature had made a pair of incisions on either side of Chase’s shrunken, useless penis.  Then, without preamble, he ripped it free.   
 
    It didn’t even hurt.   
 
    Chase screamed anyway.   
 
    The alien stared at him in obvious confusion.  “It was vestigial,” he said.  “Why do you scream?”  
 
    Chase wasn’t entirely certain.  After all, he hadn’t used his penis for its intended purpose for almost a year.  However, it had been a reminder of his old life.  A piece of who he’d once been.  And losing it was not unlike losing a limb.   
 
    But if losing his penis was shocking, the fact that, beneath it was a perfectly formed vagina was almost enough to give him a heartbeat.   
 
    “W-was that always there?” he muttered. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Ako.  “Your…metamorphosis was unusual.”  
 
    Chase tried to calm himself before he asked, “What are you going to do to me?”  
 
    The creature didn’t answer.  Instead, it merely stared at Chase.  Then, it said, “I wish you to know that this is just as distasteful to me as it will be for you.”  
 
    “W-what are you talking about?” 
 
    In answer, Ako’s jumpsuit melted away, revealing his naked form.  Where there was no carapace, he was well-formed, with all the right muscles.  In another light, at another time, Chase might’ve considered him beautiful, albeit in an alien way.  However, as the huge creature loomed over him – or her, as it was – Chase could only see what was hanging between Ako’s legs. 
 
    It was a penis – or at least, it had the shape of one.  And it was growing every more erect by the second.   
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, her voice filled with terror.   
 
    Ako wasted no time before he plunged the enormous phallus deep inside Chase’s new vagina.  His – no, her lips parted easily, and she took it without a hint of pain.  In fact… 
 
    “Oh, God!” she breathed, her tone completely different.   
 
    Ako grunted as he rocked his hips back and forth.  Chase hardly noticed as tiny ripples of pleasure began to radiate out from where their two bodies connected.  Slowly, those ripples became swells, and those swells became mighty waves of ecstasy crashing upon her mind.  And then, time seemed to stop.   
 
    Just as Ako let out a mighty roar, Chase felt the flood of his seed within her.  And her body reacted with the most intense orgasm she’d ever felt.  Her entire body shook uncontrollably as she jerked against her bonds and cried out in wordless pleasure.  She heard something snap, but she paid it no heed.  She was far too enraptured to heed anything so small as sensory input.   
 
    But when she finally came to herself, she realized that she’d jerked her arms free of their bonds.  With that opportunity screaming in her face, she acted, swinging with all her might at the still-recovering Ako.  And despite his previous displays of superiority, she knocked him aside.  A few seconds later, she’d managed to pull her feet free and stand up.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ako felt weak, but that wasn’t unusual for his kind.  After sex, the males of the Oraci experienced intense fatigue, while the females were infused with energy.  And even though the Earth creature wasn’t one of his people – not completely – Ako had known that it would likely experience some echo of that.  However, when it – it had claimed the name “Chase” – sent him flying across the infirmary, Ako was still surprised.  Even in the throes of pregnancy, Tasi hadn’t been that strong.   
 
    “Tell me how to get out of here,” Chase demanded, Ako’s orange-tinted, but still pale seed leaking down her leg.  She didn’t seem to care.   
 
    “No,” Ako said, trying to stand.  As he did, she reached down, gripped him by the throat, then lifted him.  “It feels good, doesn’t it?” he said, his words mangled by his translator module into something the creature could understand.   
 
    “Then what good are you?” she said, tossing him aside like so much refuse.  He sailed across the ship’s expansive infirmary – it was large enough to house the ship’s entire population, should they fall ill – to collide with the far wall.  His breath left his body as he left a sizable dent in the enameled, plasteel wall.   
 
    Chase stalked off toward the room’s only door, which opened automatically as she approached, and she was gone in an instant, looking for a way out.  Ako was tempted to simply lie there, content in the accomplishment of his mission.  Once he’d discovered that Tasi was dead, finding her remains buried in a field, he’d been distraught.  However, he had forged ahead, knowing that his mission as that much more important.  From there, his investigation had revealed the course of events – from the earth creature’s discovery of the capsule to the escape pod’s use of her DNA to transform the man into something that could gestate Ako’s seed.  Then, he had followed the trail to the city, where he had abducted Chase and transported her, via the ship’s landing pod, to the ship proper.   
 
    And now, after doing his duty, the earthling carrying the seed of his entire species, was getting away.   
 
    He levered himself to his feet and stood for a moment on unsteady feet, attempting to collect himself.  After a few moments, he shook his head, then set off after Chase.  She needed to be contained.  She needed to be guided through her pregnancy.  And most of all, she needed to birth the child that Tasi should have. 
 
    Ako stalked through the ship, following in her wake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Naked and trembling in barely suppressed rage and humiliation, Chase fled at random.   
 
    The rape – and that’s what it was, regardless of the undeniable pleasure that had flooded her body – had left her feeling violated in a way she didn’t want to ponder.  When her thoughts brushed against the topic, she felt nauseous.  She felt powerless.  And, more than anything else, she was angry.  It was all she could do not to turn on her heel, run back to the huge, white room, and pummel her rapist to death.   
 
    But she – the pronoun fit so much better by the second – was terrified of reliving the experience.  Or worse, of remembering how good it had felt and giving herself over willingly.  That wasn’t supposed to be how it worked, was it?  She wasn’t supposed to want it.  She wasn’t supposed to feel that familiar twist in her stomach, that brand-new tingle in her groin, when she thought of what had been done to her.   
 
    Thankfully, she didn’t have long to ponder because, after only a few twists and turns, she found her way to an exit, open to the dark of night.  Beyond, there was a clearing surrounded by trees.   
 
    “Thank God,” she muttered, descending the ramp.  She didn’t know where she was, but so long as she got out of the ship, it didn’t matter.   
 
    She glanced back and gasped. 
 
    The ship was enormous.  At least as long as a football field, it filled her vision.  But that wasn’t what drew her attention.  No – that distinction was held by the figure standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the light coming from the ship’s interior.   
 
    “Don’t follow me,” she said, her voice trembling.  “I…I’m warning you.”  
 
    Ako didn’t respond.  Instead, he simply descended the ramp.  As naked as Chase, his penis swung between his legs, drawing her attention.  Distracting her long enough that she barely even noticed when he shot forward and pinned her to the ground.   
 
    She struggled against him, their naked bodies intertwining in a mockery of lovemaking.  It would be so easy to simply open her legs, to give herself over to him. 
 
    No! 
 
    She wouldn’t.   
 
    She couldn’t.   
 
    She didn’t dare. 
 
    With a mighty heave, Chase pushed against his chest, sending him flying through the night sky and into a copse of bushes.  She was on her feet in an instant, but she didn’t wait.  Instead, she darted forward and was on top him in a matter of seconds.  And as she brought her fists to bear, swinging them with reckless abandon, a different kind of pleasure erupted within.  A bloodlust that was entirely foreign. 
 
    She leaned into the feeling, which gave her blows that much more fury.  And though she was untrained, though Ako turned away more punches than she landed, her strength far outstripped his.  She exulted in that feeling of power, that dominance, as she felt his carapace crack beneath her delicate fists.  She kept going. 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Slowly, Chase came out of the fog.   
 
    “Oh…God…” 
 
    Ako was a mess.  His chalky skin was covered in orange blood.  His face was unrecognizable.  And most of his dark, shining carapace was cracked and seeping watery blood.  For his part, Chase was coated in various fluids.   
 
    He pulled away, but Ako locked one eye on hers.   
 
    “No…do it…” 
 
    Did the thing want to die? 
 
    Ako coughed up orange blood, sputtering as he said, “Kill me.” 
 
    “You…you want to die?” asked Chase. 
 
    “I want to be with Tasi.” 
 
    Chase stared at the alien in horror, the bloodlust fleeing before an overwhelming sensation of pity.  She didn’t know the whole story, but she knew enough to feel at least some sympathy with the alien.  And as much as she wanted to make him pay for what he’d done to her, she couldn’t make her trembling hands do the deed. 
 
    Not until he lunged for her.   
 
    There was little strength in the alien’s body.  He was probably already dying.  But Chase reacted anyway, and with an instinct buried in his adopted DNA, he snapped the creature’s neck.   
 
    Ako died with barely a gurgle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase sat on the couch next to Sandy, staring at the television. 
 
    “Well,” said Sandy.  “That’s unexpected.” 
 
    Chase just shook her head.  The three weeks that had passed since her abduction by Ako and her subsequent escape, she’d learned to expect the unexpected.  For one, the pregnancy that Ako had pinned his hopes upon had never come.  Instead, she’d been ill for a few days after making her way back to the city.  Every test she’d taken, including some administered by Michael, had told her the same thing:  she wasn’t pregnant.   
 
    She almost felt sad for Ako.  The alien had obviously been unhinged, but he’d died thinking he had accomplished his goal.   
 
    “If there was one, there had to be others, right?” said Chase, nodding to the television.  They’d just seen a news report that, all across the world, there were superhumans popping up.  Some manifested powers similar to Chase’s, but others were completely different.  There were even rumors of a few who could manipulate people’s minds.  Chase had little doubt that they were all results of people encountering pods similar to the one that had transformed Chase so completely. 
 
    “I guess,” she said.  “I didn’t expect so many of them to be evil, though.  Did you see the one that killed all those people at that bank in Germany?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Chase said. 
 
    Just then, the police scanner erupted with a familiar, if new, code.  Superhuman threat at the government building.  Chase shook his head, saying, “Guess it’s time for me to go to work.”  
 
    Within a few minutes, he was dressed in his new costume.  They’d taken pains to ensure that it was identical to the one Ako had taken. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Sandy. 
 
    Chase gave her a grin.  “I’m bulletproof,” she said.  “Careful really doesn’t apply to me.” 
 
    And then, she jumped from the window and was off to save the city.  She hit the ground running, eager to use the powers fate had given her.   
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