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			In The Year 2169

			By Matthew Dunn

			Once it started, Jaden could not make it stop. From the first when he was only six years old, he had no control over it, a powerless captive to the invisible chains steeling him to the moment, unable to move, unable to avert his eyes from those staring back at him. Locked in another’s gaze, the movie would begin. A dark movie where the actors hid in the shadows; a silent movie as if played out by mutes; a sinister movie, always menacing until the very last frame burned away as if lit by a match. And each time Jaden would watch with a racing heart, feeling every emotion he saw, frozen in the ice of helpless terror that had never thawed in the ten years of its curse. And now it was happening again. Another movie, another memory projected onto the back wall of his brain. This time it was coming from an old man’s eyes, pale grey and failing, balancing precariously on the edge of death’s abyss as the old man himself collapsed to the ground. Jaden stared back at him, wanting to turn it off, but he could not.

			The old man was running, short of breath, the stabbing pain in his chest cutting its way into his shoulders, into Jaden’s shoulders. He had no choice. He had to keep running or...he refused think about it. Don’t look back. Through a dimly lit corridor, he came upon a tight, spiral staircase. At the bottom, a black hole. Stumbling down, his legs dragging wearily, the leather soles of his shoes sticking to the steps like flypaper, he prayed for strength. Not yet, Lord, not yet. He reached the bottom and paused to let his eyes adjust to the darkness. Jaden too squinted, as if he were there, like a ghost inhabiting the old man’s shoes. A tiny window bled just enough light for a wall of books to appear, old and dusty, and then a second wall and then a third. It was a library, a secret library. But was it the right secret library? He had listened to stories all his life—absorbed every word—about hidden books and hidden recordings. Would his enduring quest finally end here? This has to be it.

			His head was pounding, the persistent drip, drip, drip of adrenaline stealing his focus. He wasn’t thinking clearly. Jaden could sense it, the old man’s uncertainty stirring in his own belly. There were too many shelves to search and not enough time. Not enough time, his failing heart kept reminding him. Not enough, not enough. He reached back for the stair railing, a retreat. He would return home and search of a more specific clue, restudy the letter he had found hidden in his great-great-grandfather’s burial urn. Masked under two quarts of stone-white ashes, he had instantly recognized his mother’s hand. When had she written it? Why? She had taken the answer to the grave only days ago, requesting with her final breath that her son consult great-great-grandfather Armstrong. He said he would, visiting the ancestral ossuary that very evening. What compelled me to open the urn?

			A series of thuds echoed off the ceiling like sudden claps of thunder, freezing his lungs in mid-breath. Footsteps. His hand snapped forward, away from the railing. He exhaled slowly, silently. Don’t go back. There is nothing behind you but death.

			Suddenly, he saw it. In the corner, a desk with but one drawer. Yes, the drawer. So simple.

			The old man’s eyes faded, freefalling into the next realm, seemingly content to move beyond the life he had just shared with Jaden. 

			“That’s it?” Kayla asked upon hearing Jaden’s account of the old man’s final hour. “That’s all you got from him? A dingy old desk in some dusty old room?” She ran her hand through her short, spiked hair and nibbled on her lower lip, her bare arms folded in search of warmth. The sun was disappearing and it was getting cold.

			“He’s dead,” Jaden replied. “He has nothing more to give.” If Jaden was disturbed by the stranger’s passing, he did not show it. He stared down at the old man crumbled on the ground like a fallen tree limb, removed, but at the same time engaged, observing him as a doctor would his patient. He did not know the man, yet he had allowed Jaden to enter his thoughts and relive his final memory. Why?

			“What’s that he’s holding?” Kayla asked, reaching for the object. “It looks old, like him.” Of the two friends, she was the more curious, always curious. And never bashful. She first met Jaden in a park several years ago. Just walked up to the tall, hesitant stranger she had noticed observing everyone but talking to no one, and said hello. He responded by telling her about his curse, hurdling her skepticism by holding her gaze and describing flawlessly one of her darkest secrets. Shocked, but not at all frightened, the then boyish thirteen year-old called it a gift. They had been best friends ever since, becoming inseparable as Jaden’s voice deepened and Kayla’s hips emerged without the other even noticing the changes their bodies were making. Ignoring her friend’s protest now, she took the slender, shiny box from the man’s lifeless hand and began examining it. She ran her fingers along the smooth edges, still warm from its owner’s ebbing blood. “Metal for sure, and glass I think. It’s heavier than I thought it would be.”

			“Put it back,” Jaden insisted. He grabbed at it, attempting to retrieve it but she was too quick, spinning away and turning her slender body into a shield.

			“He wanted us to have it,” Kayla said, She wasn’t ready to give it up, not yet. “Even I could see that. Do you think we should show it to Isabel?”

			“We show everything we find to Isabel,” Jaden replied.

			“Yes, but this is different; this box is different. I’ve never seen anything like it, have you?”

			Still held in the old man’s grip, Jaden shook his head as he replayed the stranger’s final hour, a cold apprehension settling over him like a gust of snow-littered wind. The man’s appearance in the seldom-traveled alley where Jaden and Kayla occasionally scavenged was not by accident. Jaden knew that as sure as he knew the mysterious box contained something very important. But what could be so important to risk—and give—your life for?

			Smiling now, clearly smitten with the treasure that had practically washed ashore at their feet, Kayla said, “We’re definitely keeping this one. Isabel said we could as long as we showed her first. I know I’m always complaining about how greedy she is, but she promised to reward us for yesterday’s sack. It was a good sack, wasn’t it Jaden.”

			Jaden nodded quietly. In his thoughts, the old man was still running. Don’t go back. There is nothing behind you but death.

			“And besides,” Kayla said, nudging the body with her foot to confirm he wasn’t playing possum, “the old coot wanted us to have it.”

			“Maybe,” Jaden replied.

			“No maybe about it. He held your eyes purposely. He knew you were reading his memory; knew you could not unless he opened his mind to you. All he had to do was turn away. The connection would have been broken instantly. But he didn’t. He wanted you to know; wanted you to take what he had given his life for.”

			“You’re exaggerating,” Jaden said. “Someone was following him, but I can’t say they intended on killing him.”

			“But you felt his fear?” She said and handed the object to Jaden.

			Reluntantly, Jaden took it and said nothing. He wanted to deny what he had sensed in the man’s eyes; wanted to forget what he had seen; wanted to erase the man’s face from his mind. But he could not. Once he received another’s thoughts, they remained forever etched in his memory as deeply as his own. It was if he had lived the experience himself, running through darkened hallways in terror, descending the winding staircase, approaching the prosaic desk. The man was dead, but the memory of his fate was not. It, along with the mysterious silver box, now belonged to Jaden.

			*****

			The room was big enough for one, small for two. The bath and toilet were down the hall; the kitchen, with an old war-weary combination lock on the refrigerator door, in the basement three floors below. There was a frameless mattress lying naked in the corner, a pinewood dresser with three drawers and three legs propped against a wall, and a rocking chair sitting contently beside the lone window that looked out over the nothingness beyond. Jaden lived on the edge of the city. To the west, Old City; to the east, the Lifeless Zone. Only one direction to go each morning. It had always been that way, all sixteen years of his life.

			Jaden had been alone as long as he could remember, at least, until Kayla came to live with him. She was a year younger and homeless when they met in the park that day. Her mother had kicked her out, her father too apathetic to overrule. Jaden never asked her why. He wasn’t interested in parents and their motives, never having any himself. They were a moot point—a favorite phrase of Isabel’s—so why trouble yourself over them, he would tell Kayla. Still, her fits of despair and rage came often, overwhelming the young girl, her tears flowing in torrents too strong for Jaden to levy. On those nights, the room seemed even smaller. On those nights, he would sit her in the chair and rock her slowly, the rhythm of the floor creaking like crickets, soothing them both until their spirits rose with the sun. Jaden didn’t think it hard. It just was.

			Wiggling the key, Jaden turned the lock and opened the door.

			“Home sweet home,” Kayla announced as she pranced in ahead of Jaden. Eager to examine more closely the contents of the sack they had filled that day, she had said little in the past hour, her thoughts consumed with how much Isabel would pay for it all. She strode across the room, excited and proud, and in a clatter of joyous noise, dumped everything out onto the mattress.

			Grinning, Jaden watched from the doorway. Suddenly, the room didn’t seem too small.

			“This should cover our rent for at least two months,” Kayla said, looking back over her shoulder. “Don’t you think?”

			“Maybe three,” Jaden said with an approving nod, “if we give her the box, too.” Retrieving it from his jacket pocket, he held the glimmering silver mystery out in front of him, turned it from side to side before tossing it down onto the bed.

			“No,” Kayla snapped back as she watched it tumbled through the air. “We agreed on keeping it. We’ll show it to her, if you insist, but she can’t have it. Maybe she knows what it is.”

			“What it was,” Jaden corrected. Everything they scavenged had once been something a long time ago. Picture frames, pottery, dresses, jewelry, watches, clocks, silverware, anything small enough to carry; they were all antiques now. Relics from the past; reminders of the days buried in the memories of the dead but now decorations for the living. Displayed in living rooms, accented in gardens, draped over alluring bodies, people paid handsomely for such artifacts. Isabel was one of those people.

			Then, in the split second silence that followed, Jaden witnessed Kayla’s face suddenly transform into innocent amazement. The box was glowing. And talking.

			Slowly, cautiously, Jaden walked toward the bed. “What did it say?” he asked.

			Kayla shook her head. “I…I don’t know.”

			“One small step,” The box pronounced. It was a man’s voice, muted and cracked. Then, a click like the trigger of an empty gun and then another click. “One small step,” it repeated in the same voice. “One small step.”

			Jaden looked at Kayla and then back at the old man’s former possession. Never had he seen anything like it—a box no bigger than his hand with what he could now see was a picture screen. He gazed at it in anxious excitement. Only the library had such devises. But they were huge, illuminating an entire wall as he remembered. He had seen one many years ago but he would never forget it. How could this one be so small? Had the old man stolen it from a library? Was that the reason for his fear?

			Before Jaden could stop her, Kayla had picked up the box and was holding it out in front of her, the reflection of the video dancing in her captivated eyes. The picture was pale and shadowy, a rainbow of grays. A man, costumed in a bloated, white suit, was descending a ladder. A large round helmet, his face hidden behind a veil of mirror-like glass, covered his head. Once he reached the bottom, he would start over again, looping like a Ferris wheel. 

			“What does it mean…one small step?” Kayla asked.

			Jaden decided they would ask Isabel.

			*****

			There was no one in the store except Isabel. Tall, pencil thin with a thick mop of white hair, she stood behind the counter, frameless glasses perched on her nose, her red-lined eyes searing yet another hole in an electronics catalog Jaden had found a few years before. The moment she saw it, recognized its inestimable worth, she offered Jaden six months rent under the condition of absolute secrecy. It was more than Jaden could have imagined, and he happily agreed. It was a rare discovery—books and magazines were all but extinct in Old City—and, except when she was enjoying its offerings, Isabel kept it well hidden. Hearing the jingle of the rusted old bell attached to the entrance door, she peered up over his glasses as Jaden walked in. Kayla was right behind him, a bulging sack slung over her shoulder.

			 “Ah, my worker bees returning to the hive,” Isabel said. Noticing Kayla’s burden, her grin blossomed into a toothy smile. “And you’ve had a busy day visiting the flowers of our fair city, I see. Lots of sweet pollen, I trust?”

			“Nothing but the best for you, Isabel,” Kayla replied. She skipped past Jaden and laid the bag onto the counter. “But this sack is going to cost you big time.”

			Isabel threw Jaden a wink. “You’ve found yourself quite a salesgirl, young man. I believe her aim is the penthouse suite. I’m not sure I can afford it.”

			“Oh, please,” Kayla snorted. “You’ve got more money than God.” She then began pulling items out and placing them on the counter—a pair of short, brass candlestick holders, a desk clock, three watches, a set of porcelain salt and pepper shakers in the shape of black-spotted dairy cows, and a wormy entanglement of beaded necklaces that she dropped like a handful of pennies. She stopped there and, looking for more counter space, nudged Isabel aside before beginning again. When she finally finished, her face a portrait of satisfaction, she exhaled a loud breath and turned to Jaden. 

			There was silence for a moment, Isabel inspecting the bounty laid before her while Jaden and Kayla inspected Isabel’s face, searching the woman’s wrinkles and age freckles for signs of approval. Isabel could be very stingy when trading, Jaden knew, but also very generous if the mood struck. Jaden was hoping for the latter this time. He needed to barter a good deal. Though he and Kayla had delivered yet another full sack, he sensed the scavenging well would soon run dry—his means of providing food and shelter, reduced to dust. It was a feeling he had, growing with each passing day. And like the dead old man’s fear, Jaden knew it carried with it a shadowing danger.

			“One month,” Isabel said. “I’ll give you one month’s rent for the whole lot.”

			“Two,” Kayla quickly countered. “Or we’ll take it across the street to Merlin.”

			“Ha,” Isabel laughed mockingly. “Merlin is half blind and totally broke. He’ll promise you more but you’ll never see a dime of it.” She looked at Kayla, her eyes stern like a wary mother, before breaking out into a wry grin. She set her glasses down, walked out from behind the counter and approached her. “I like your spirit, Kayla. You’re strong-willed, but a bit overconfident. You remind me of my sister, God rest her soul. She was a good woman. You’ll be a good woman too, someday. But in the meantime, I suggest you let Jaden do your bargaining.”

			Kayla’s jaw tightened. She was already a woman, she thought, and didn’t need anyone to tell her what a sack was worth. With an angry grunt, she grabbed up the mound of jewelry and began stuffing it back into the bag. Jaden’s hand upon her wrist made her pause.

			“There is one more piece she hasn’t seen,” Jaden said. He was looking directly into Kayla’s eyes, seeking alliance.

			“Yes,” Kayla said in a knowing tone. “A piece like nothing you have ever seen before.”

			“But the price is one full year’s rent,” Jaden said. He was asking way too much, he knew, and risking not just a flat refusal but banishment from Isabel’s store. The sly, white-haired trader did not like being on the receiving end of arrogance. She could dish it out, but then, she had the means to back it up. Jaden did not. Reasoning that the small silver box in his pocket was a once in lifetime discovery and opportunity, Jaden steeled a resolute gaze at his opponent.

			“You ask a king’s ransom before I’ve even seen it?” Isabel asked with puzzled amusement.

			Jaden held firm. Kayla, anxiously holding her breath, mirrored his stance.

			With a grunt, Isabel walked to the store entrance, cautiously peered outside and then locked the door. Returning to the two young scavengers, she placed her glasses back on their perch and said, “If it is as unique as you imply it to be, I will pay your price. If not, you forfeit your paid rent and agree to be out by sunset.”

			Kayla burst out a disbelieving sigh. “You would kick us out?” She said, turning to Jaden, hoping his outrage would match hers. It didn’t.

			“Agreed,” Jaden said calmly. The old man had shared his last moments with Jaden, died while handing the box to him. Its value was great—already one life. Jaden knew he was now risking two more.

			*****

			Kayla was incensed, pungent with anger. She had misinterpreted Jaden’s intentions, thinking they would only reveal the mysterious treasure and perhaps allow Isabel to borrow it for a time so she could research its origin. Borrowing was not the same as trading. Borrowing was temporary. Borrowing meant giving it back. Waiting in the small, murky room where Isabel had taken them upon seeing the box, a lone ceiling bulb casting a yellowy glow upon their young faces, Kayla vented her fury in hopes she might reverse the damage. “It’s ours,” she lamented again and again. “The old man meant for us to keep it. Us, not Isabel.” But Jaden wasn’t listening. His mind was made up. Kayla knew she was wasting her breath. 

			“It was a trade we had to make,” Jaden said finally. 

			“We did not,” Kayla said. She then folded her arms in front of her chest and turned her back to her friend.

			She will understand, Jaden thought. In time, she will understand.

			Her eyes dancing with delight, Isabel returned carrying only a crumpled piece of paper. Faded and worn, it looked like a page of newspaper left out to weather in the rain and sun. “I knew I had seen it before,” she said. “Not a real one, but an old magazine advertisement for one.” She handed the paper to Jaden.

			“This is what we found?” Jaden asked. “An i…i…an iPod?” 

			Curiosity dousing her anger, Kayla turned to look. “What’s an iPod?” she asked.

			“A personal media player, at least I believe that is the most accurate description if what I’ve read is correct,” Isabel replied. “A tiny computer really, for listening to music and watching movies mostly, and surfing the web.”

			“The web?” Jaden asked.

			“The internet,” Isabel said. “I’ve read about it. It allowed people around the world to talk to each other and share information. News, weather, pictures and videos from every corner of the globe, you name it you could find it there. The government dismantled it about one hundred and fifty years ago.”

			“Why?” Jaden asked.

			Isabel didn’t answer, dodging his question with a deliberate shrug.

			“The library would know,” Kayla said. “Everything one needs to know is in the library.”

			Isabel chuckled. “So you are taught from birth,” she said. “After the school systems were abolished, the government seized control of every library in the world. With no other formal means of learning, the library became the sole source of knowledge.”

			Jaden’s memory tripped and flashed. The old man was descending into a dark cavern full of books. A secret library.

			Isabel continued, saying, “That’s why you two treasure hunters never find any books. It’s a crime to privately own books. Has been for over one hundred years.”

			The written word was a strange world to Jaden and Kayla, as foreign to them as the vast nothingness to the east of Old City. Neither could read. No one their age could read. There was no need, only the ability to watch a video screen and listen. That is how one learned. The depth of their knowledge came from the shallow pond offered in the libraries, their young thirsts barely quenched by thickly filtered snippets of information dispensed over the government controlled FactNet, an electronic teacher. Generations ago, as Isabel explained, FactNet replaced the schools. Children were taught at home, not by their parents, but by FactNet. Up until the age of twelve, all that was required was to sit and watch the screen. FactNet provided everything a young mind needed.

			“You have books,” Kayla said. “Lots of them. Are you a criminal?”

			“Depends on who you ask,” Isabel replied in a suddenly serious tone. “I consider myself a student of history. If that makes me a criminal than I suppose I am. Make no mistake, if the police were to discover my collection, we would all be in deep trouble. Have you told anyone else about what you found today?”

			Jaden shook his head as he pulled the box from his pocket and compared it to the picture on the paper. They were the same, an exact match. If the date on the paper was correct, Jaden was holding an artifact from the turn of the twenty-first century. A one hundred and sixty-five year-old relic that still worked, at least, partially worked. 

			“Good,” Isabel said. “Let’s keep it that way.”

			Suddenly, the small box in Jaden’s hand began chirping again. “One small step…one small step.” The tiny screen was glowing, drawing Isabel in like a sorcerer’s caldron of magic.

			“You didn’t tell me it still worked,” Isabel said excitedly. She moved to Jaden’s side and leaned in for a better look. “I can’t see a thing without my glasses,” she sighed in frustration. After retrieving her glasses from her pocket, she seized Jaden’s wrist and pulled the glowing object toward her eager eyes. “That’s better. The picture is so small, it’s hard to…” Her voice cutoff as if her tongue were suddenly severed by a knife. Her face, momentarily empty, began to twist with thought. Slowly, she released Jaden’s arm as she stepped away.

			“What is it?” Jaden asked. “Do you recognize the man in the picture? Do you know what he is talking about?”

			“The moon,” was all Isabel could say before a booming crash stole her attention away.

			*****

			In her bare feet, deceptively quick beneath the pale white, ankle length dress that hung off her boney shoulders, Isabel raced down the dark, narrow corridor, beseeching her two followers to remain as quiet as possible. There was no time to explain, she had said as she led Jaden and Kayla through a passageway hidden in the wall, and no time to dawdle. “Come quickly,” she had said. “Or the end will be upon us.”

			As they approached what appeared to be a dead end, Jaden recounted the twisted and turns they had made since hurriedly leaving the backroom of the store. If he were right, they were now across the street from the store. They only need ascend a stairway to escape. But there was no stairway here, only three concrete walls and the opening to the corridor that had brought them.

			“We’re trapped,” Kayla said, her first words since being rudely silenced by Isabel at the start of their flight.

			“No, we are not,” Isabel said. And with that she place one finger upon a solitary brick and the wall began to move. “Come,” she then said. “My legs are old and tired. We’ll take the elevator up.”

			Jaden couldn’t help but grin as he ushered Kayla in.

			From a dim, second floor window, Isabel could only watch her store being ravaged by men in dark suits. Nothing was safe. Nothing was spared. Within minutes, it was over. Torn from their shelves, her collection of antiques lay about the floor like a battlefield of wounded soldiers, bloodied and lifeless. The intruders were looking for something, she knew; what they were looking for, she could only speculate; the iPod, she could only guess. Her worker bees had unwittingly brought poison back to the hive and now the hive was being destroyed.

			“Someone has been following you,” Isabel said, a single tear trickling down her cheek as she watched her life’s work burn in flames she was powerless to extinguish. Jaden and Kayla were watching too, fear slapping their shocked faces into near submission.

			“What are we going to do, Jaden,” Kayla said. Her voice was shaking, her young body, trembling.

			Jaden pulled Kayla into his arms and squeezed. He said nothing, his presence saying everything. Looking at Isabel, he said, “Tell me more about the man in the video. Why is he so important? Why is having this iPod so dangerous?”

			Isabel turned away from the window and told Jaden and Kayla what she knew. She told them about the legend of the space travelers, and that many years ago, according to the legend, men had walked on the moon. Most thought it a myth—a tale conjured by man’s unattainable desire to escape the bonds of Earth. FactNet did not support it. Space travel was impossible. Anyone attempting it would die within seconds in the atmosphere beyond the clouds. It was common knowledge never disputed, at least, not openly. The man in the iPod video, climbing from his spacecraft onto the surface of the moon, provided evidence that the legend might just be true. “A government secret exposed,” Isabel said finally. “That little box exposes their most secret of secrets.”

			“How do you know all this?” Jaden asked. “How could a man go to the moon? How could that be possible? And if so, why would the government hide it? It makes no sense?” Jaden was growing angry, the confusion twisting inside him. Was everything he knew nothing but lies? He held Kayla tightly, desperate to sooth his own fear as much as hers.

			“I have books that explain it all,” Isabel said. Briefly, regretfully, she looked out the window. “I had books.” Turning away from the pain, Isabel knew she could not stop now. Jaden needed to know everything. His life would depend upon it.

			“In the year 2012, the first visitor from another galaxy arrived on Earth. An extraterrestrial, from a planet light years away who looked very similar to humans. He—he was a male of his species—breathed air as we did, consumed water and food just like us and came seeking knowledge, or so everyone believed. In truth, he came to warn us. The galaxies beyond did not hold what our dreams promised. Beware, he said before he disappeared. And do not go out there.

			Everything changed after that, all evidence of his existence was erased. Schools were closed, museums and libraries locked down. Anywhere history was written, the government seized control. Once, every home had a computer and a viewing screen they called television. Everyone could learn and experience freely. The government took that all away, along with the portable devices such as the one you and Kayla found. It is a crime to possess one now and punishable by death. The government does not want us to communicate with each other, Jaden. That’s why they dismantled the internet. That’s why they closed the schools. To keep the young apart while FactNet hijacked your brains.” 

			Struggling to comprehend what Isabel was telling him, Jaden asked if the man on the iPod video was the extraterrestrial.

			“No,” Isabel said. “He was an earthling, as they used to say back then. One of us. Before the visitor arrived, we were already traveling in space, Jaden. Many years ago, in nineteen…sixty-nine, I believe. Yes, it was nineteen sixty nine. Two hundred years ago man traveled beyond Earth. The picture on that relic you found is of Neil Armstrong, the first man to set foot on the moon.”

			For the longest time, Jaden stood there, holding Kayla quietly while searching the old man’s memory for understanding. He could find none. The old man had no better idea of what he had found than Jaden did. It was a treasure, of that much they both agreed. A cursed one, perhaps? He kissed Kayla on the forehead and let her slip from his arms. He held the iPod in front of him, the smooth steel feeling cold in his hand. Determined men were looking for it; had already caused one death to get it; were killing another woman’s life to find it. They would not stop there.

			“We need to leave,” Jaden said to Isabel.

			“We need to find someone who can fix it,” Isabel said. She was staring at it, mesmerized by the tiny, glowing screen. “We need to see the rest of the video and show it to the world.”

			Before Jaden could post his objection, the sudden clank and hum of the elevator sent a shiver down his spine.

			*****

			What can I do with an old wooden chair leg? Jaden thought as he hunkered against the wall next to the elevator door, his arm cocked and ready to strike. It’ll break for sure. His heart pounding, he stole a quick glance at Kayla. Like a rabbit in its den, she had her body balled up in the shadows beneath one of several desks littered about the room. He couldn’t see her face, but he knew how frightened she was. The men could have the iPod and nothing more. If they approached her, he would make the most of the weapon he had.

			The drone of the electrical motor filled his consciousness. How many were coming? Who would he hit first? And where? He had been in a few tussles in his short lifetime, with other scavengers mainly, wrestling over sack fillers. Over time, he had learned how to land some punches, while avoiding those meant for him. But always he walked away before any serious damage was done. Waiting in the darkness now, Isabel cowering in his shadow, he knew the unknown rising toward him would be different. No walking away.

			There was a loud clank and then silence. The elevator door opened, metal scratching metal in a rusted-out song. Footsteps emerged, a slow shuffle. He would have to time it perfectly. With all his might, Jaden swung.

			The air whooshed from the force of the young man’s fury. But that’s all Jaden hit. Nothing but air. 

			Falling to the ground, as if the blow had caught him flush on the chin, a portly and very short man looked up in horror.

			“Merlin!” Isabel explained. She rushed in front of Jaden just as he was reloading the chair leg. “It’s just Merlin, Jaden. Don’t hit him again.”

			“I didn’t hit him the first time,” Jaden replied, unable to mask his disappointment. “I missed completely.”

			Isabel helped the startled man to his feet. “You didn’t know we were up here?” she asked.

			“No,” Merlin replied. He pulled a rag from his pocket and blotted his already perspiring forehead. “I just came up to get a better look at what was happening in your store across the street. There was quite a ruckus going on over there. I’m happy to see you’re not in the middle of it.”

			“We almost were,” Kayla said. Emerging from the darkness, chin up and eyes focused, she no longer held the look of a frightened rabbit. To Jaden, she appeared to have made a decision.

			“Are they looking for you?” Merlin asked the young girl.

			Kayla turned to Jaden for the answer.

			“They are looking for this,” Jaden said. He presented the iPod to Merlin, who warily took it. Instantly, the tiny screen burst to life, filling Merlin’s face with wide-eyed amazement.

			“That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind,” the voice said. This time the faceless man in the white suit stayed on the ground, moving slowing away from the ladder before bounding off like a happy puppy.

			Kayla grabbed Merlin’s hand and turned it toward her. “How did you do that?” she asked as she watched the image chase an unseen tail.

			“Yes, what did you do? It was sticking before,” Isabel said with equal surprise. “Repeating the same bit over and over.”

			“My ring,” Merlin replied as he stared a Jaden. “It was made from an ancient magnet I bought from an explorer of the Lifeless Zone. Very strong; very powerful.” 

			Jaden gazed back. Merlin had answered so quickly and with such expressed zeal, crowing like a rooster, that Jaden’s suspicious nature simply took over, probing the man’s memory before either of them realized it was happening. There was no traveler in Merlin’s thoughts, no crafting of a ring. Yet, there was something there, something familiar, an image Jaden had seen before—a face that a dead old man had seen before.

			“You’re lying,” Jaden snapped as he snatched the iPod back. “You were instructed to find us; to take the box and return; to leave us here to…”

			“They promised they would not kill you,” Merlin spat, as he made a grab for the iPod. But Jaden was too fast, sidestepping the slower man with a quick spin of his torso. Angered, Jaden shoved Merlin with his free hand, sending the little man tumbling into the open elevator where he crumbled into the corner like a beaten prizefighter.

			“A bad decision, young Jaden,” Merlin said. And then, the elevator door began to close, Merlin’s face awash with defeat as it swallowed him alive.

			“Quickly,” Isabel said as she grabbed her young scavengers by their arms. “You only have a moment to escape.”

			“Take this,” Isabel said to Jaden. Her eyes were full of trust, and tears.

			“What is it?” Jaden asked.

			“A map of the Lifeless Zone,” she replied. “I took it when we left my store. I had a feeling you two might need it.”

			“You’re not coming with us?” Kayla asked from behind two glassy balls of blue clinging to the hope they saw in the older woman’s eyes.

			“I’m too old to be traipsing through the wilderness,” Isabel replied. She hugged Kayla and wiped the young girl’s cheeks. “Jaden will take care of you.”

			“Which way should we go?” Jaden asked.

			“Follow this path,” Isabel said tracing a line drawn in the heart of the map. “Legend tells of a place filled with relics from the past. A place that still remembers history—our history before it was all burned. If the legend is true, you will not find it as lifeless as the government would have you believe. There will be people there. People who can help you. People who will want to unlock the story inside the box. People who will want everyone to know the truth.”

			“Do such people still exist?” Jaden asked.

			“I believe they do,” Isabel replied.

			“Are you sure they will be there?” Kayla asked.

			Isabel wanted to say yes, but she could not lie. “No,” she said. “Such is life, nothing is for sure. You will find what you find.” She then touched her hand to Kayla’s face, caressing the innocence she knew would soon be gone, and said goodbye before watching them run off into a night filled with stars. 

		

	

