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         Lynaellia sighed as she crouched on the edge of the platform and stared into the vacant, bulging eyes of the promised corpse. 



“Found him,” she called to the three guards accompanying her, voice calm, level, and professional – even as her knuckles whitened with the effort to crush the wood between her fingers.



It was pure dumb luck that his clothes had gotten snagged on the sharp shells of the razorclems that coated the ballasts that legs of the pier – and even moreso that they’d been good enough to hold. He couldn’t have been in the water long.



Young man. Strongly built. Dark skinned – just a shade lighter than her. Ragged hair. And the distinct violet tattoos on his face that marked him as—



“An arther,” her partner, Raegin, grunted as he joined her at the edge of the pier. 



“Yeah.” One of the folks who’d been ripped out of their world and dropped unceremoniously in this one. The victims of a bit of divine mischief. It felt like a lifetime ago, but it’d barely been a year and a half since they’d just appeared. 



Thousands of people who were still struggling to find their place in a new world with new bodies and new rules and, well, new everything. Not to mention a world still trying to figure out what to do with them.



And now there was one less.



Beside her, Raegin whistled for the rest of the squad to join them. “Fish it out of the water and do the initial examination. Then get it back to office ”



She ignored the noise, instead focusing on the scene, trying to form her initial impressions.



A possible cause of death was obvious – a deep gash along his neck. Certainly deep enough to have done the job. Not conclusive, though. Seemed unlikely he’d been killed here though. No blood splatter anywhere on the wood that she could see. Again, inconclusive, but it would be risky to kill someone here. This was a pretty busy and popular portion of Heshfel’s waterbound district. The Fire and Forge was just a platform over, and the Split Land Inn overlooked the spot. Plenty visible from other jetties, too.



Not impossible, of course. But risky. 



“So who reported it?” Raegin asked.



“My sister.” She finally stood up, shaking out her hand.



“Arinae okay?”



Lyn snorted. “Nae’s fine. She wasn’t the one who actually found the corpse anyway. Tobias did.” Another arther. The first she’d met, before anyone had even realized they existed. “Apparently swam straight into it while bringing back a netful of geistfesh.”



“Oh.” He chuckled. “Bet that was unpleasant for her.”



“Him.” She corrected sharply.



Raegin shrugged, stepping aside as the remainder of the squad set to work recovering and bagging the body. “For him,” he conceded without much grace.



She eyed him hard. “Work on it, Raegin. The arthers have enough problems already. The least you can do is give them that.”



He held up his hands. “I got it. Just hard to remember sometimes. I barely know h- him.”



“You want me to take care of the interview myself?” Lyn asked. 



“No, like I said, I’ve got it. I’ll be on my best behavior.” He casually rested his hands on the blade at his side. “Besides, you know both our witnesses. Better we keep someone objective around, just in case the captain has any questions.”



She punched him in the shoulder as she passed by. 








Nae invited the two of them around to the back of The Fire and Forge. Despite being a busy evening, the atmosphere in the place was rather subdued, people huddling around tables and talking quietly. Segregated, too.



No doubt the news had already gotten around. She’d led the charge on helping the local arthers connect, and her sister’d been kind enough to welcome them at her place and even lend them space for meetings. So the community here in Heshfel was strong.



And she could feel their eyes on her and Raegin as they passed through the main room.



“Yo, Lyn,” one of them called out in English, standing up. William. A friend of Tobias. And an absolutely massive man. He eyed them sharply, a look slightly undercut by swelling around his right eye. “The fuck is going on?”



Raegin tensed up next to her, and she could see his hands drift towards the handles of both his pistol and blade. Didn’t need even a passing understanding of the language to tell William was mad.



Elbowing him, she stepped forward. “William, hello.” She spoke slowly, offering the bare smile that the circumstances warranted. “I am trying to find answer. The body is being looked at. We will ask more questions after. Now I wish to speak with Tobias.”



The three of them had the whole of attention in the room, air thick with a barely restrained energy. William was well-liked, and people would follow his lead.



Crossing his arms, the giant man stood his ground. “None of us did it. I know how y’all like to talk about us settling old grudges.” William focused on Raegin.



“Lyn,” Raegin started, but she gave him a look that, in no small terms, told him to keep his mouth shut. William couldn’t speak Taillean worth a damn, but she knew some of the other people in the room weren’t bad.



“I will find who did it. Now I may continue?”



“Don’t give Tobias any shit. Fucking dealing with enough already without y’all hassling him.”



 It took her a moment to parse, but, despite her annoyance, she kept her expression from changing. “I will not.”



That at least got him to sit back down. She’d need to get a few guards down here who were a little more familiar with English to help take statements.



“I hate that guy,” Raegin mumurred as they stepped out of the main room and onto the back platform.



“Not the time,” she snapped. She was going to have to have to have words with him after this. He was getting harder and harder to work with on arther cases. “He’s just watching out for his people. You take notes”



Nae was taking a break from tending the kitchen, instead sitting on the edge of the platform, legs dangling into the water, as she spoke animatedly with Tobias, who’d hauled himself out of the water to lay on the edge of the wood, his tail hanging over the edge, its normally vibrant scales dull and grey. 



A lot of the arthers had been lucky enough to stay human. A lot hadn’t.



“Nae. Tobias.” She offered a small wave as she caught their attention, before she sat down next to them on the edge of the platform, while Raegin stood slightly back.



“Hey sis!” Nae leaned over and wrapped an arm around her. “Thanks for coming out here. It’s been quite the afternoon for us.”



“Anything for you, sis.”



Tobias pushed himself up and forced a smile – a gesture that looked even more forced with the sharp teeth of a syren. “Hello, Lyn,” he said, his already soft spoken Taillean even more faint than usual. “Thank you.”



His accent was getting better. It probably helped that he practically lived here – and that Nae’s mouth ran like the Jaenien River. “No worries. Are you doing okay?”



“Yes. In increments I am feeling better.”



Lyn smiled – for real this time, not the professional expression she used to try and defuse tension. “I’m glad. You up for talking about what happened?”



Tobias nodded. “Derek his name was. Worked at Forge.”



His Taillean was worse than her English, but he was putting in the effort to improve. And he obviously wanted all three of them to understand him. In this case, she was pretty sure what he meant, but checked anyway “Here?” she asked, pointing at the building, “Or the steelworks?” She pointed out over to the mainland and the towering construction in the distance.



“The steelworks,” he corrected. “I had gone to catch the fish to bring back for Nae.” He stammered as he struggled to find the right words, his developing vocabulary and the fact that he still seemed a bit shaken working in concert to stymie him. 



“Take your time, Tobias,” Nae said. “Sis isn’t going to rush you.”



“I won’t,” Lyn agreed, ignoring an exasperated look from her partner.



He nodded, taking a breath. “I thought one had fallen in the water. I went to assist them back up. I reached them and they were dead. I became panicked. I brought myself to this place to get help.”



“And after Tobias let me know what was going on, I told Jilean to take over, went to check it out myself. When I found there was a body d and then got you,” Nae agreed.



Raegin tapped his foot impatiently. “And you’re sure they were dead when you found them?”



The questions startled Tobias. “What?”



“Did you check to see if they were actually dead? Touch the body or anything?”



“He looked dead. His throat…” Tobias hesitated, looking a bit ill as the memory no doubt surfaced. After a moment, he just shook his head. “No. I am very much sure he was dead though.”



Lyn jumped in. “Did either of you know him well?”



“He was a regular, but pretty quiet,” Nae offered. “Stopped by for dinner a couple times a week? Never really got the chance to talk with him though. He mostly stuck to William’s group.”



Tobias’s nod was slight. “We were early met. Before everyone could gather. We played games sometimes. We talked about home much. Did not talk about being here much. Will…” Tobias trailed off. “When we group, Will wants us to talk about home.” 



Raegin snorted, but kept his mouth shut.



“Still not a fan of talking about just settling down and accepting this is how things are now, is he?” Lyn said, drawing the sole of her boot across the surface of the water. 



“No. If I– If people talk about living here he becomes angry.” Tobias’s gaze settled somewhere into the middle distance. It did not escape Lyn’s notice the way her sister put a hand on Tobias’s tail. Or the way he leaned back into her. 



“I think he may have…” Tobias continued, and then hesitated. “I do not know the word.” 



“Try English, then.”



“I think he was seeing someone.” He must have seen her expression because he added. “Romantically. Dating.”



“Ah,” Lyn said. “Dating.”



“Dating,” Tobias repeated. “He may be dating.”



“And you don’t know who it was?” Raegin jumped in again.



Another head shake. 



“Did William ever fight with him? About that or anything?” he grumbled.



The question seemed to take Tobias by surprise. “Sometimes? But Will fights with everybody.”



Lyn didn’t much like the direction of the questioning, but Raegin wasn’t wrong to follow up on it. Personally, she’d learned enough about Will from Tobias – and from her own experiences with him – to feel that, even with his temper, him cutting the throat of another arther was off the table.



Of course, she’d been surprised by people before.



“Do you think he’d hurt Derek?” Lyn intervened before Raegin got to the question.



“No!” He shook his head furiously, wet hair slapping against his bare shoulders. Looking at her, he slipped back into English. “Look, Will can be an asshole sometimes and he’s being a real fucker about things lately, but he wouldn’t kill anyone.”



Raegin snorted. Apparently he didn’t need to know the language to recognize the tone. 



“I am sure you are right, Tobias..” Stretching her legs as she stood up, Lyn continued. “I think that’s all the questions I have for the two of you, right now.” Leaning down, she put a hand on Tobias’s shoulder and squeezed. “And I promise, we’re going to find out who did this.”



Tobias’s nod was barely perceptible as he looked up at her. “Thank you. Thank you for many things, Lyn. I know you will do many things you can.” 








Lyn and Raegin walked the platforms in silence, the setting sun casting long shadows as they made their way back towards land. 



The body had been taken back to the offices where the doctor would get a look at it and hopefully be able to tell them more. Until then, all they had was speculating and planning their next move.



“So, what do you think?” Raegin asked, finally breaking the silence.



Lyn allowed herself a minute. “Not much, yet. But I suppose you want me to wildly speculate.”



“Better than just walking quietly.”



Clicking her tongue, Lyn continued, “Well, my gut tells me that the murder didn’t happen there. Too public a place. Plus the murderer should have seen that the body got caught. It is far more likely someone was trying to dispose of the body and the current worked against them. The lack of any sign of blood on the platform supports that.”



“So, what, someone just kills an arther for whatever reason and then tosses them in the lake?”



She nodded. “Might also mean it wasn’t planned. Lake Heshfel is deep enough that it’d be tough to find a body if they weighed it down. So if this were a murder plot, anyone with half a brain would do that. So that makes me think this was unplanned and sudden.”



“Or that the killer is stupid.”



“Or that the killer is stupid. But this at least feels right. Derek runs into someone who kills him without a real plan. They panic and dump the body. We find out that Dyliaen has blessed us by making the currents carry the body to where it can catch and we can find it. They might’ve ditched whatever they used to cut his neck the same way.” Her stomach growled, cutting the line of thought short.



“Want to get a bite?” Raegin asked, gesturing at the shoreside stalls. “Could go for something myself. Going to be a long night tonight.”



“I should’ve asked Nae to fix me something before we left,” she lamented. Truth to be told, with everything going on lately, she was starting to miss spending time outside of work. “But I suppose dumplings will do.”



Silence again as they fell into an easy stride. 



This case would have to get pushed to the top of her stack. Things were still pretty rough across the Confederation. She felt that Taillea had been adapting well, but tensions were still high. And this would only make it worse.



Reaching the stand, they both ordered bites that would have to work for dinner – her a plate of geistfesh dumplings, him a bowl of razorclems. And together, still in silence, they sat on the sand near the lake’s shore.



“You’re quiet today,” Raegin broke the silence again.



“Just thinking about the case.”



“It’s another dead body, Lyn. They happen. I wouldn’t worry yourself too much about it.” Delicately picking up one of the sharp shelled creatures, he held out a hand to her. “Can I borrow your knife?”



Chewing a bite from the sweet and meltingly soft fried meat ball, she raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”



“I left mine in the office,” he said. 



“Again?” She sighed and reached behind her pistol, producing the broad and flat-bladed tool. If it were her personal knife, she would have been a little more bothered as he wedged it into the small gap that steaming them created and twisted to pop the shell open.



Finishing her first dumpling, she stared out over the sprawl of human settlement that had spilled out onto the surface of the lake and now bobbed gently, kept afloat by ingenuity, grit, and the whims of the lake goddess. “It isn’t just a dead body. It’s another crack in the… the…” she paused, wondering where she’d meant to go with that metaphor. “It’s just gonna be another wedge between us and the arthers. If a local did it, they’ll think we’re all out against them. If one of them did it, then we’re gonna have people thinking they’re just a bunch of brutes obsessed with settling old grudges or whatever other nonsense it is people say.”



Raegin shrugged, cracking another shell and slurping out the gooey meat inside. “It is what it is. A thousand chains on Xinae and the ghasts for putting us in this position, but nothing we can do about it. If the arthers can’t handle it, that’s not our problem.”



Another dumpling disappeared in a swift chomp. “You should -actually- spend some time with them. They’re good people, by and large. And they’re doing pretty damn well considering everything they’ve gone through.”



“Are you really okay with your sister hosting them like she does? You did see the way they were looking at us when we got there, yeah?”



“She’s an adult.”



“I’m just saying, if my sister were the one who ran that place? I’d worry a bit more. Two different worlds.” The next razorclem was shucked with some force. “Literally.”



Lyn bit back an oath, swallowing it alongside half a dumpling. This wasn’t the conversation she wanted to have. But apparently she wasn’t going to get the choice anymore. “You need off this case?”



It seemed to take a moment for it to sink in. “Come on, really, Lyn?”



“Yeah, really.” She stared down at the last dumpling on the plate. “Look, Raegin. You’re a good partner. Generally? I like you. We’ve done some good work. But this isn’t going to work if you’re going to keep treating the arthers like this. Get over it. Okay?” She thought back to her sister and Tobias. “This is life now. They’re part of it, like it or not.” 



His nostrils flared as he breathed deeply, but then he subsided. “Fine. I got it.” Flipping the knife over in his hand, he offered it back. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”



She sheathed with practiced ease. “Apologize by doing better. Come with me to a couple meets. Invite your sister and have dinner with me, Nae, and Tobias.”



“Yeah, sure.”



Picking up her last dumpling, she stared out over the lake again and then, with as much force as she could muster, threw it. For just a moment, as it arced smoothly down towards the surface, she wondered if the water rose up ever so slightly to claim it. “Thank you for sharing your bounty with us, Dyliaen. And for leaving the body to us.”



Raegin’s last razorclem followed her dumpling. “Thank you for sharing your bounty, Dyliean,” he echoed. “Now let’s go see if they have anything to tell us about our corpse, eh?”








“He definitely died recently. A day or two at most?” Duraigen mumbled, dropping a few sheets of parchment on Lyn’s desk. “The slashed throat looks to be the most likely cause of death, but it wasn’t his only injury.”



Lyn rubbed her eyes as she looked up from the rest of her work. “What?”



The mortician stuck his hands in the pockets of his jacket, looking at her desk as his voice dropped even lower. “His shoulder was a mess from washing up against the clems, but the socket was dislocated, which seems a lot less like. His skull was cracked too. Also not too likely an injury he got there. I found some small, stone grit in the wound. And some other scrapes and cuts that are a bit harder to decide when they happened. Maybe before. Maybe after. Oh, and two deep punctures on the abdomen”



It took all her lagging focus to hear him over the noise of the guard office, but she nodded along dutifully, trying to track the twists and turns it took for him to lay everything out. Ask him to speak up or get to the point and he might dart. The followers of the Dreamers were all a bit eccentric, but worth dealing with when it came to dealing with the mysteriously dead.



“So, a fight?” she asked.



“Um…” there was a long pause as his eyes scanned the space around her. “Yes. Maybe.”



A small part of her wished she’d followed Raegin’s lead and taken off for the night. She was too tired to deal with Dura. “Maybe?”



“I dreamed of flowers.”



She frowned. “Flowers? What kind?”



“Yellow ones?” he said after a moment of hesitation. “Kind of like this?” He cupped his hands together and spread his finger in a facsimile of a flower that Lyn was fairly sure could not possibly exist.



Raising her fingers to her lips, she gnawed on her the nails, needing something to focus on as she thought. What the Dreamers showed their followers always meant something, but what it meant was anyone’s guess. “I don’t suppose you could draw me a picture?”



“I’m not very good at drawing.”



To her credit, she didn’t roll her eyes. She liked Dura. She just liked him a lot less when she was tired. A flower could mean lots of things. Maybe he was killed by a lover. Maybe he’d been killed because of some plan or venture that was just coming into bloom. Maybe he just died next to a bunch of flowers. But a fight meant something, at least.



For starters, that odds were even better he hadn’t been killed where they found him.



“Any idea what kind of weapon?”



“Short. Wide blade. Not too sharp.”



Her short nails bent a little under the pressure of her teeth. It was a long shot, but if person who’d killed Derek had tossed his body in the lake to get rid of it, Maybe they’d done the same with the knife. Hundreds and hundreds of feet of water for it to vanish into, far beyond the reach of anyone here.



Unless they knew a syreen.



“All right. Thanks Dura. That’s something, at least. Light some incense for me when you get back down there.”



Lacing his fingers together nervously, he made a little distressed noise. “I did before I came up. I knew you would want me too. Should I do it again?”



“Once is fine,” she said, trying to work as much reassurance into it as possible. “I’m sure they got the idea.”








Raegin matched her swift stride as they continued down the road from the steelworks, heading towards the arther shanty town that had grown along the river and in the shadow of Heshfel’s most convenient employer.



“So, yeah. I got it from three different sources that Derek and William had it just a few days ago. Unfortunately for us, none of them speaks English, but it was pretty obviously heated. Had to be pulled apart before it came to blows.”



Lyn sighed. “So you’re thinking they fought again and it escalated? Slitting his throat seems a bit far to take it.”



“Doesn’t have to have been the plan,” Raegin offered, miming the confrontation as he drew her up short so he could reenact it. “Say Derek’s the one that throws the first punch. William comes back at him, knocks him down, cracks his head. He gets up, attacks again. Maybe he’s got the knife. Things get out of hand.”



“Still seems pretty far fetched.”



“I’m not saying it’s a sure thing. Just that it’s a possibility. It certainly fits the facts.”



A lot of work had happened in the little shanty district. Some of the buildings even looked like they had been rebuilt from the ground up with something more sturdy than the dregs from the steelworks. There were more little gardens too. And folks set up at the side of the river with buckets to try and catch crawlers. 



Someday she hoped it would be a real part of the city. But for now it at least worked.



William was off-shift today and easily found shouting directions at another up and coming garden. A young man was struggling a bit with turning the soil.



“Come on, Beth. Do I need to go over this again?” 



“Um, hey, Will. It looks like you have a guest.”



Raegin stopped a few feet back from the work as the people in the field turned to acknowledge them. “All your show, Lyn.”



“Thanks.” She offered as friendly a wave as she could, ignoring the glare from William. “Speak with me, William?”



“What the fuck do you want, Lyn?”



No sense beating around the bush with him. “To speak. You and Derek fought. Why?”



“Because he’s an asshole. He was the one who started it. But let me save you time by telling you I didn’t do it. I’ve got an alibi.”



She raised an eyebrow at him. “I did not say when he died.”



William crossed his arms tightly in front of his chest. From what Tobias had told her, he’d been a pretty small guy back on Earth. But here, well. She certainly wouldn’t want to have a fight with him. “And you don’t need to, because I’ve been working my ass off. Doing the gardens and construction here. My shifts at the steelworks. Rounds at the meetings. You tell me when he got killed and I’ll have been somewhere, unless you can narrow it down to one of my pissbreaks.”



Most of that made sense. And the bits that didn’t she had enough context to guess at. “Tell me more about why you fight.” No, that sounded wrong. “Fought?”



He ignored the question. “Fine. You want to know?”



The one he’d called Beth raised her hand. “Are you sure—”



“Yeah, whatever. Maybe they’ll at least pretend they're going to do their job.” His focus returned to her. “It’s why I said one of y’all did it. He was telling me he was gonna move in with someone he’d been seeing in the city. I told him he was a fucking idiot who was going to get in trouble because we can’t trust any of you fuckers to help us.” He threw his hands out. “And look what happened. Seems like a bit of a coincidence, huh?”



Now wasn’t the time to pick this fight either. But hey, at least there was a word she’d just learned. “Do you know who he saw?”



“No fucking clue. He didn’t tell me.”



It wasn’t much of a question as to why. And she didn’t doubt that they’d be hard-pressed to find anyone able to contradict his statement. Like him or not, there was no question that he kept himself busy. So they’d need something solid to get anything to stick.



“Do you know anyone who may know?”



“Nope. Derek’d basically been ignoring us lately. Stopped talking about going home, hung out with more of y’all…” Williams knuckles tightened as he broke eye contact. “That all?



“Yes. I thank you.” Returning to Raegin, she offered one long look back at William before she started back down the road.



“Went well?”



She breathed out heavily. “We can ask around, but I think it is going to be hard to pin him down for a time where someone wasn’t watching him, and I don’t think Dura can give us a better estimate.”



Raegin rested a hand on his sword’s pommel. “Well, we can press and see what we get.”



“Definitely angry, though. I guess he’s feeling like Derek betrayed him.”



“How so?”



“He was trying to settle down more, apparently.”



Raegin nodded. “So, betrayal. That’s a pretty strong motive.”



She wanted to contradict him but she really couldn’t. Everything about William right now screamed that he did feel betrayed. And that sort of feeling could run very hot. And if there was one thing everybody knew about him, it was that he had a temper.



“Your friend should watch out.”



“Hm?” she glanced over at her partner.



“Tobias, right? I mean, I’m not blind. S- he was pretty cozy with your sister. And is one of William’s friends from their home, right? Not saying he did this, but you know? Might just be something to keep an eye out for.”



Lyn didn’t respond. It was stupid, of course. But it was hard not to let the doubts weasel their way in sometimes. Especially given how many times killers had been people their victims had never expected it from.



Raegin cleared his throat. “We headed back to the office?”



“You can,” Lyn said. “I wanted to talk to Tobias about helping us out anyway. Now’s probably as good a time as any.”



That brought Raegin up short. “Helping us?”



“Yeah. Odds aren’t great, but I figure since he’s down there fishing anyway, that he might get lucky and find us a murder weapon.” She shrugged. “Unless Dyliean really loves one of us, I don’t think it’ll do much good until we know where Derek was killed. But I figure it’s worth a shot.”



The look on Raegin’s face said all she needed.



“It’s better than nothing. And it isn’t like it’d cost us anything if he kept an eye out. Unless you’ve got a new idea.”








Lyn speaks with Tobias and Nae

-Tobias seems doubtful but is willing to help.

-Lyn notices that Nae has put a yellow flower in his hair and recognizes it as a flower often used in courtship. Also realizes that it, at least broadly, matches Dura’s description.

-Learns that they grow on the shore, not too far from where she and Raegin had gotten lunch.








Lyn discovers the flowers and with them evidence of a scuffle.

-Among the bushy flowers, she finds a letter has fallen out - seemingly from the mysterious love interest of Derek.

-Letter is a confession of love, and something about it doesn’t sit right. There is something familiar about it.

-Now they have a murder site though.








Brief jump to the next day. Lyn remains exhausted, so Raegin steps up to help his partner out.

-Some time after he is out, his sister arrives at the station.

-Lyn discovers that she was looking for Derek and finds out that she was the mysterious paramour

-She had no idea what happened, he just didn’t show up to meet her and then he seemed to be gone

-Considering the available evidence (his missing knife, his antipathy towards the arthers, etc), Lyn comes to a realization she doesn’t like - Raegin might also be responsible.

-She also realizes that if he was, there might be a problem if Tobias were looking for the knife and Raegin was there by himself.








Arriving near the shore, it indeed seems the goddess of lakes and rivers has a bit of a grudge against Raegin, as Tobias is just finding the knife.

-Conflict ensues wherein we fully confirm that it was Raegin because of some racism, with a story somewhat similar to the hypothetical he suggested earlier.

-Raegin is eventually taken down by Lyn (likely with assists).








Lyn confronts both hope and fear for the future, and promises to continue doing what she can to to make for a better world. Or something.
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Dear Charlotte,



It’s ridiculous how this may ever reach you, but know that you are not alone, not counting your friends-in-arms. Seems things are worse than what the papers say. There’s already rumors of torture going on there.



All I know is that, one way or another, the American Union of Free States will liberate the city and save you in time. It’ll be a sweet bonus if I’d be the one to save you, but that’s just a daydream. We’re all on your side, and I mean it when I say that: the other guys in the squad has read your open letter too. Got them more pumped to save the world.



Also, since you sent a picture to our side, here’s my picture. Looks a bit generic but at least the Feddies can’t single me out.



[Image description: Private William Martin smiling in standard American Union uniform.]



To the war’s swift end,



William








New York City Occupied! 



The Union’s unsubstantiated claims to supremacy and freedom over the continent have been proven false once again thanks to the downfall of the Big Apple. Federated troops have re-established travel and business across the boroughs, and shall valiantly face whatever the Union shall throw at them.



Federation President Lawrence has declared concerning the takeover, “It is embarrassing that our enemies to the north have left their crown jewel so woefully undefended. How do you think they shall uphold freedom when they do not have the spine to carry it for ten seconds?….”





[This clipping is from The Everyday Trumpet, a tabloid in the Federated States of America.]








To William,



It amazes me that not only do I have a response but that you have delivered this to me unscathed. It is true that the underground resistance in the subway is extensive, but I am surprised everyday how far our reach is.



As much as Feddie propaganda says things are under control, they are having great difficulty flushing us out. They’ve got us pinned down here, but we’ve pinned them there on the surface.



You might have applauded me for coming from the south, fleeing for dear life (and I must apologize for sounding panicked: I’ve overestimated the strength of the FSA military when they came over). However, I know what I flee and help others escape from. Do not pity me too much; you can consider me married to the Union.



It seems that you are a soldier through-and-through. A private. Maybe your first time seeing action. I trust that training erased whatever stupidity people get from action movies these days.



I will send this letter out through Andrew, one of our couriers. He’ll send intel about enemy movements topside.



Charlotte.








Dear Charlotte,



It is good to hear from you! Yes, I am a private and this is my first tour of duty (hopefully not my last!). I also don’t think this will be an easy fight: I’ve never been a movie buff anyway. Actually grew up in a flyover town in flyover Kansas. Was a small-time family farmer until the draft.



As for myself right now, I can see Manhattan from where I’m standing. First time visiting NYC too. Sad that I’m coming as a soldier. Should go there someday when it’s all over and back to normal. They say the hotdogs there are legendary.



From,



William.








To William,



Farming is something noble, no matter what the white-collar scholars say in the college campus. It is a life of hard work and duty, something any soldier can benefit from, that their life and their freedom does not come to them on a silver plate. Growing up in Philadelphia just to see the Federated savages take it away from me when I was just a child made me realize that I have not truly valued my freedom. I’ve shouldered too many close calls to slack off or take it easy.



Enough about me. Among other news, we have word of another underground group even we did not know of until today. They call themselves Estate Zero: hyper-radical doomsday preppers who are well-armed and prepared for anything from a war to a zombie apocalypse. We have co-operated as they say they’re on our side, though they are nutty and trigger-happy. I fear we may get friendly fire if Federated soldiers finally take it down to the subway. (Andrew has more info about them in a separate note.)



I wish you and the army well.



Charlotte








New York City Massacre on the Rise?



The Federated States have rounded several citizens trapped in Manhattan Island and begun executing those who disobey occupying forces, several insider sources report. No such activity has been recorded in the other boroughs, but sources say that executions could spread there within the next few days….





[This newspaper clipping is from AUFS Now, an American Union government-sponsored publication.]








Dear Charlotte,



Great that you are still doing well! I apologize for not writing the past few days. Your stories about secretly getting New York citizenship and other papers is inspiring—and, yes, I’ve promised to keep it to myself. Still, my buddies here keep teasing me to tell all, but they’re convinced it’s just romantic fluff. Better they think I’m a sweetheart than to let them know about sensitive information, although I do enjoy the reputation.



It seems that this Estate Zero seems very prepared. You say they have dozens of assault rifles, a box of grenades to boot, and have a disassembled jeep? Next thing you’ll tell me they actually got a nuke inside there just to get kids off their lawns. This is a riot! Good thing they’re on our side.



As for me, we seem to be attacking very soon. Can’t tell because someone might get this letter (I am no gambler but better safe than sorry). I’ll tell you that this will finally come to an end. Maybe this is the turning point we’re all waiting for—kick them out and chase them all the way to their fake White House in Austin. It would be nice to fight by your side and to get all of you to safer places.



Stay safe out there.



William





[Irrelevant letters skipped.]








Charlotte



Found some intel. Mostly bog standard stuff. Please send over to Captain Underton.



Important: Check page four. Seems like FSA already knows about our Estate friend. They’re trying to figure them out, though. Bad news: someone is leaking info or an Estate guy wasn’t careful enough. Good news: the Estate is not a Feddie plant.



Also, looks like one of the demolished apartments wasn’t FSA doing too. They’re just as confused as us. I’d say it’s a misfire from our official boys in camo, but since when did we have missiles that can level a whole building without collateral damage?



Andrew





[Attached to the note are twelve pages of stolen FSA intelligence.]








To William,



I shall keep this brief since you may be on the way.



I must confess that it is good to hear word from any of you. I figured that I could just wait it out to talk to you soldiers when you come over here. But, it warms my soul to have someone to talk to other than fellow tunnel rats.



You may be having your first tour here, but it is good for you to keep fighting. I myself did not start out so faithful to freedom when it all started. More than a few times have I made rash decisions and left behind towns and people to save my own skin when I shouldn’t have. But, what’s done is done. I will not make the same mistake



Looking forward to your arrival. God bless the Union.



Charlotte








Little Queen, got into scuffle with Est. 0 boys last night, all boozed. Asked them how they got their guns ‘cause they just got new ones. They got defensive. Fists got everywhere.



Sent someone to check on them. One of the guns they dropped seems like a Colt pistol but it’s not any model I know of. Checked assault rifle too. Managed to get the name: FN P90. Looks like sci-fi junk, but if it shoots bullets, fine.



Already asked Jorge to check gun catalogs topside, see if we’ve missed some new gun release or if they’re just gun salesmen stealing R&D stuff. Doesn’t look American, that’s for sure.





[Written by unknown resistance member. Little Queen is most likely Charlotte’s codename.]








Cpt. SMITH: … aside from the rotting food supply and how we’re trying to handle the metro tunnel diggers without sounding like war criminals ten years down the line thanks to those nosy journalists—aside from that, we have some surprising news about the apartment complex they’ve bombarded on the north side, and—



Col. ADDISON: Secret weapon?



Cpt. SMITH: We’re still not sure—



Col. ADDISON: So you came here to spit hot air.



Cpt. SMITH: No!… there is… we tried to see whether we can rule out simple structural failure—that it’s just too old or poorly constructed. We got access to the city plans on it as well as building plans—



Col. ADDISON: And then...?



Cpt. SMITH: Sir, you won’t believe it.



Col. ADDISON: I’ve got nothing to believe in if you don’t open your stupid little mouth.



Cpt. SMITH: No, no, don’t hang up! You see, it says there’s no such thing as an apartment there.



Col. ADDISON: What?



Cpt. SMITH: We… we cross-referenced here and there. Citizens swore there used to be an apartment there for the past fifty years or so, but it just doesn’t show up in the records at all.



Col. ADDISON: Then the city’s incompetent with its own records. Captain, I suggest you forget about that apartment; it’s driving you insane. I’d rather we actually fight partisans and soldiers than worry about some stupid apartment that slipped through some historian’s fingers.



Cpt. SMITH: But sir—



Col. ADDISON: Do you understand?



Cpt. SMITH: Understood, Colonel.





[A transcripted excerpt from an intercepted telephone call between two Federated officers.]








Dearest Charlotte,



I love you.



There, I said it. I am not much of a poet, but I also know when I have butterflies in my stomach. To tell you the truth, I’ve had this feeling for you since I’ve encountered your face. True, I was allured by your beautiful looks, but while I arrived for your beauty, I stayed for the strong and courageous personality you ooze off which I am sure inspires everyone around you to keep fighting for freedom.



I know you talked about being married to the Union, but many soldiers from the previous world wars were married to the Union and their wives afterwards. Marrying you would be like marrying the Union itself.



I would not be surprised if you are Lady Liberty personified. It’s fitting she’s at the other end of the borough. Once we beat the Feddie schmucks and push them to the end of the island, we’d see her.



I’ve had dreams of you ever since I saw the first letter dying for anyone to hear your plight. Dreams where we stood at the top of the green lady herself and had hotdogs, coffee, donuts—we kissed while firing our pistols at the Federated States and their illegitimate leader. Dreams of introducing you to my family back in Kansas, dreams of us farming our days away, you and me in the golden white-hot sunset harvesting apples and oranges.



Perhaps you might think it’s unwise to write this now, especially since we’ll be invading by the time you see it, but I could not hold it off any longer. I long to see you in person.



From your great admirer,



William





[The letter was intercepted by Federated forces during the initial Union offensive on New York. It is unknown whether it reached Charlotte.]



[From this point on, covert operatives have intensified intelligence-gathering efforts in the area.]








The Union Strikes Back: Reconquest of New York Begins



Twenty days after the Federated States of America took over New York City on May 5, the Union has staged an invasion to take back the city. Early reports put Union forces as south as Highbridge, Bronx….





[This is an excerpt from The Printed Crier, a British Empire publication.]








To William,



I hope you are doing well. I have not been able to receive any of your letters; whether because you are busy or because our correspondence has been compromised by Federeated forces, it does not matter.



I must tell you that Estate Zero has organized itself even more and are providing us with many of their weapons. They keep saying they’re on low supply, but they never seem to run out. They’re also crazier than I thought: sometimes, they keep referring to the old United States of America. Won’t be surprised if they keep portraits of George Washington in their pockets for good luck.



Their leader has been okay, if somewhat a rambling mess when drunk. That seems to be a running theme: perhaps we should abolish alcohol while they are here, though war is stressful enough that I need to down a couple glasses of whiskey. He is a nice man to be with otherwise and quite dutiful as well, but he also thinks that an asteroid might hit us by 1990 or that aliens are getting rid of the buildings because they’re looking for me. At least he’s very competent.



That’s all I can write for now. This doesn’t have much that the FSA already knows. Let them catch this letter for all I care.



Charlotte.





[This letter was intercepted by Federated forces. It is unknown whether it reached William.]








From: Estate Zero



Charlotte (Little Queen), you have been chosen to take part in a secret operation that we have devised over the past few week due to your duty and loyalty to the Union. Follow our head, Keith Piper, into our quarters and he will fill you in on your responsibilities.



Keep this secret from the rest of the resistance. We want to keep this under wraps until further notice.





[Copy of summons reproduced from eyewitness accounts.]








NOTICE



We have received reports of Federated soldiers intercepting New York resistance couriers. Henceforth, all correspondence to the subway resistance shall cease until the situation eases up. Failure to comply will result in disciplinary measures.



—First Lieutenant Dennis Moss





[Copy of notice reproduced from covert operations.]








For the record, there’s something weird going on in the sub. Reports about Estate Zero’s premises are few and far between, but what we do know is that they either have a secret passage to the surface they have not informed us of—which they should inform us of immediately because the enemy might discover that—or they have self-sufficient workshops and farms down there. The number of weapons and supplies they’re giving us without topside sightings is staggering. They’ve also discussed the destroyed apartment from weeks ago, although they’ve frowned upon further inquiry.





[This note was found in the possession of First Lieutenant Dennis Moss. Handwriting suggests the aforementioned Andrew as the writer.]








This is Sergeant Major Adam Montgomery. High Command implores you to stop asking the paranormal freaks about the whereabouts of Charlotte. Just keep fighting and hope you get directed to the subway stations soon.



Seriously, Private, you’re embarrassing us over here. It’s a miracle we still have perfect PR with so many citizens watching you interrogate a crystal ball reader at gunpoint.





[Notable: This notice (presumably a copy) has been found on Sergeant Major Adam Montgomery’s corpse moments before surviving covert operatives pulled out of the area.]








I know you won’t take it kindly, but I have refused to send any more letters to William. I was against the whole idea of you keeping touch with this random stranger from the start, but this is too far. I cannot have your letter come over there and give decrypters more material to work from. Remember when they managed to arrest Mick Knoll without ever meeting the guy because of fingerprints and such?



- Andrew








From: First Lieutenant Adam Montgomery



To: Captain James Valdez



Subject: Missing Buildings in Harlem



Any update on the destroyed buildings over at Harlem? Recon reveals no debris. It’s as if they just up and disappeared. Might be a conspiracy at this point thanks to how it’s all in plain sight and yet no one remembers who made it disappear or how it happened in the first place. The accounts we do have are in conflict with each other, but they all agree that it disappeared.



Please respond.





[Intercepted by FSA special forces before covert operatives counter-intercepted.]








Notice to the Fifty-Seventh Battalion



Due to continued sabotage of military operations in Manhattan, raiding the subway without discrimination and express permission from immediate superiors is now authorized. This is to ensure the strategic flexibility necessary in combating guerrilla tactics. In addition, the following must be taken into consideration when dealing with the underground partisans:...



7. If you are in a collapsing or otherwise failing building, exit immediately….





[(Abridged) copy obtained from FSA soldiers before being officially detained by AUFS forces.]








Chrysler Building Gone; Reasons Unknown



The Chrysler Building, one of New York City’s iconic skyscrapers, has disappeared at 6:07 AM today according to various sources from the Union and the Federated States, military and civilian. Both sides deny causing the building’s disappearance, also stating that they have not ascertained the disappearance’s cause.…





[The clipping is from Freedom News, a government-sponsored AUF publication.]








From: Edward Horngren



To: Jeremiah Valentine



I have checked every registry I have access to while licking the FSA’s boots so I don’t get killed doing your favors, though I am not sure whether they are your favors since everyone’s asking the same question these days.



Chrysler is just like the other buildings now: its records scrubbed off the shelves, the archives, even my encyclopedia. The last one is alarming: where the Chrysler Building would have had its own entry, it instead is replaced with more general information about the city.



The Fed States may be Draconian on information control, but this Chrysler censorship is beyond belief. Disappearing buildings and now disappearing mentions of them? Why? Perhaps it is a clean way of instilling fear compared to bombing the skyscraper, but that does not explain exactly how they got it down. It also aggravates New Yorkers because Chrysler’s part of their pride and glory; taking it out to get a rise out of the Union is a foolish move.



If you have an encyclopedia, I suggest you burn it. Might be a Fed plant with audio bugs and all.





[Found in the abandoned New York Public Library. Crisp condition indicates it has never been sent.]








EXCERPT START



[Gunshots fired. Incoherent orders are interpreted: split up to check resistance hideouts for survivors.]



Pvt. DAVID: Hey, you better get your mind off of her. Gotta accept she might be dead, ‘kay?



Pvt. WILLIAM: Hey, why don’t you keep it shut and get some hope?!



Pvt. DAVID: Choked on your coffee, eh? I got hope—hope we get out of here alive. If they’re dead, they’re dead. Feds are coming any moment and I don’t want to be left, you know….



[Footsteps. Doors opening in succession.]



Pvt. DAVID: Huh. This looks pretty bad. Makeshift bed, ransacked wardrobe—



Pvt. WILLIAM: It’s her room.



Pvt. DAVID: You’re crazy. I barely see this Charlotte woman here. You... barely know this place, man! How do you even know that she’s—?



[Footsteps. Crumpling noises.]



Pvt. WILLIAM: This one. I… I sent her these photos. She… she remembers me.



Pvt. DAVID: Of course, she does, ya’ dope! What next? You’ll be surprised I remember you even though I’ve been by your side for—



[Gunshots fired, muffled.]



Pvt. DAVID: Feds! Drop that pic and lob a grenade over there!



EXCERPT END





[A recorded (intercepted) conversation over radio frequencies.]








Resistance Area Section F: Standard residences just like the rest. Appears food and water is supplied via couriers despite considerable distance from the safer subway stations.



There is a door hidden down one of the carved-out tunnels. Tried opening it with standard explosives but it doesn’t bud





[Last few letters are jagged, indicating capture by FSA forces.]








NYC LOST, CONFUSED



The Union has lost ground and retreated back to the border of the Bronx. Reports indicate that this is due to indiscriminate execution towards civilians and resistance members on the part of the Federated States, up to and including usage of flamethrowers and air-borne chemical weapons.



In addition, more buildings have disappeared via unknown means. Confusion rocks the city for both soldiers and civilians as the cause remains a mystery….





[This newspaper clipping is from Next American Dawn Weekly, an AUFS publication.]








William,



If you can find this, don’t let anyone else know. I can still communicate but I must not be seen. Last I heard, the Feddies are tightening their grip here. Can’t take any chances of being discovered where I am. If you must burn this letter, burn it.



All I can tell you is that Estate Zero have managed to tunnel deeper than the subway. They say that it would take multiple tank cannons to make a dent on the gates through here, so I am safe for now.



Charlotte





[This letter and other related correspondence have been found on William’s person intact and not burned.]








Dear Charlotte,



This is good news! You are alive, then? Yes, you are. Stupid of me to write that.



I am holding out here. Got one of the gas masks and managed to evade FSA notice spraying tear gas everywhere. Just regular patrol through the tunnels, though. Thought their slash-and-burn weapons eliminated all of you, huh? Hey, some of the resistance’s still up and at it too: I overheard FSA is mysteriously losing ammunition and weapons. Maybe that’s where your Estate guys get it from.



Anyway, I’ll be looking forward to your letters. I’ll be your extra eyes and ears on the surface, if you want. Stay chilly.



Hoping to see you soon,



William








William,



I am alive and fine. It is refreshing to know a kindred soul up there. It is disappointing, however, how the Feddies use their weapons without any thought. That only shows their tyranny, their evil one-track minds.



I cannot divulge to you many details about what’s going on down here. I trust that you would burn this letter the moment you are done with it, but I have the duty to tell another soul the truth of the matter, especially since they trust me enough to not check my letters.



I don’t know what is Estate Zero. They are not preppers, but are from the Union government, they say. It explains their abundance of fresh weapons: I can tell that some of these are prototypes or fresh-hot models. They could be government agents, or they could be bad actors posing as government agents. The weapons might be smuggled, after all.



They’ve also enlisted me for a secret operation. What they’re grooming me for is a mystery, however: all I know is that they’ve burrowed more into this deep tunnel, and once I step in, I’ll go much deeper than anyone else has ever gone and right under the FSA’s nose. They’ve given me explosives to trust, to plant there—but why me? Why enlist one of us if they’re so competent that they can do it themselves? Is it because the enemy won’t tell I’m their enemy if they just looked at me in my civilian clothes? But they haven’t seen the Estate guys too, so the FSA wouldn’t recognize them as well.



All Keith Piper tells me—he is the leader of Estate Zero I mentioned before—is he’s chosen me for the job because I am the perfect candidate to uphold the Union. Somehow.



That is as far as I can tell. I hope that your ordeal is not as mysterious as mine. Maybe you already know what’s going on with the buildings in the city.



Charlotte








Dear Charlotte,



Fort Lee is gone. The FSA didn’t capture it. They’re as stunned as I am.



I looked out there while going behind enemy lines, across the river, trying to scout out some way to escape to friendly territory. George Washington Bridge just leads to nothing now. All of Fort Lee is gone. They’ve tried contacting the people there, but it’s all dead ends. Far as I know, they just disappeared too. I didn’t realize it then—what if there were people hiding in the buildings over here? Surely some soldiers must have been occupying Chrysler as a stakeout point or something.



Oveheard some Feddies talking. Said something about records not showing any Fort Lee in the archives or even the maps. I don’t think it’s an inside job from our side, but I wouldn’t rule it out. Psychological warfare is a thing, surely.



Also, isn’t Keith the guy who got drunk? Seems like trouble if you ask me. Maybe the Estate is not that good. You already have suspicions.



Truly yours,



William








Cnl. ADDISON: I don’t care what you think about Mr. Martin. He’s pretty much a dead man. Forget about him.



Pvt. DAVID: Look, he could still be out there—



Cnl. ADDISON: Now you’re just acting up like him too. And—why do people waste my time? We… are pulling out and waiting for further word from High Command, and… hold on, let me take this call.



[Fifteen seconds of silence. Sounds of a telephone being clunked down.]



Cnl. ADDISON: Well, we’re definitely not getting him out of there.



Pvt. DAVID: What?



Cnl. ADDISON: Heh. You get an advance word from me son: We are retreating. High Command thinks FS is about to pull something nasty.



Pvt. DAVID: But what about—?



Cnl. ADDISON: We are not risking a recon force and a potential WMD on Manhattan just to look for your friend! We are taking this to the diplomats and hope we don’t have millions of people dead by an artificial sun weapon! Do you understand?!



Pvt. DAVID: … y-yes, Colonel.





[Transcription of an intercepted phone call.]








From: Metanormal Division, Department of Defense



To: Keith Piper, Head of Estate Zero



Re: Breach of Security and Good Faith



The Division has discovered that you have kept a certain Charlotte under your possession for a long stretch of time. We advise you to make up your mind: either return her back to the upper levels of the subway (with the proper memory wiping procedures) or bring her under our home locale immediately. Confidential reports from unknown Estate Zero members reveal that you have been an unruly and unreasonable leader (with illiberal and unsustainable usage of standard-issue weapons) and that your judgment may be blinded by your alleged affection for Charlotte, legitimate or illegitimate.



Your actions are upsetting the balance in locale Cut House since said members report of buildings and surrounding areas vanishing. If the Division does not see this remedied, drastic action will be taken.








New York City Cut in Half! Southern Half Gone!



Photographic evidence from our journalists can’t lie! Half of Manhattan has disappeared into places unknown! This puts half of the FSA soldiers there as MIA, a status coveted by so many according to the people surviving the trek from the south to the north….





[This clipping is from The Populi, an AUFS tabloid.]








To those who may see this.



I will find Charlotte.





[Notice attached to the door leading to Estate Zero operation area, found by covert operatives.]








To Great Ma,



I hope you and little Peggie are doing alright back there. My apologies for not writing when I should have. Things were getting hectic down here. A bullet grazed my arm, but the medics patched it back up—should be gone in a few weeks.



Despite what the newspapers may say, the city’s somewhat okay and I’m doing fine. Got lucky, in hindsight: I was at Chrysler minutes before it disappeared. It is a miracle from God.



However, I’m afraid that whatever is causing the city to disappear might reach us. We are pulling out as I write. Consider this my last letter for a few weeks if you do not hear from me.



Remember William Martin from high school? The lovey-dovey guy? He’s effectively gone. I’ll write you more when I’m somewhere safer, but he’s trapped in Manhattan. Hope he gets out somehow. I know how much you remember him, coming to our house for homework and flirting sweet Azalea before she died.



One last thing: If you see nuclear news, get the neighbors to help you move all our belongings in the subterrestrial shelter pronto. Will see you there if that's the case.



With all my love,



David Foley.








From: Bill Huttle, (new) Head of Estate Zero



To: Metanormal Divison, Department of Defense



Re: Inter-locale Custody & Incident Disclosure (Cut House)



Attached herein is a detailed report of the fight from three hours ago along with context on the persons involved. In summary, the altercation has left William Martin in our custody, Charlotte remaining in custody until further notice, and Keith Piper ceremoniously stripped of his leadership and also in custody.



We request your direction concerning these persons. Any information we have not yet provided will be disclosed upon the Division’s request.








From: Metanormal Division, Department of Defense



To: Bill Huttle, Head of Estate Zero



Re: Inter-locale Custody & Incident Disclosure (Cut House)



Bring William and Charlotte together and let them meet in a controlled environment. Do not allow Keith Piper into the proceedings as it will cloud William’s emotional state.



If violence is threatened by any party, react with as much force as possible. Extreme force is authorized.








From: Bill Huttle, Head of Estate Zero



To: Metanormal Division, Department of Division



Re: Inter-locale Custody & Incident Disclosure (Cut House)



Keith Piper has escaped with Charlotte.



The proceedings went according to plan for the first five minutes. However, William kept insisting on seeing the “wife-stealer” Keith Piper. A fight broke out between William and Charlotte who insists that she has kept her fidelity and is appalled that he assumes she loves him to the point of death. Keith breached the interview room, took Charlotte, and evaded Estate forces through unknown means. Teleportation is not off limits as an escape method considering that some equipment is missing as well.



The Estate has sent William Martin out to be re-arranged and sent back (with a memory wipe) to the Union Army. According to our initial analyses, baseline reality in this locale would have the nuclear attack within the next seven days so most Estate Zero operatives would return by then.



Casualties from the incident: four injured, one dead.








NOTICE TO FSA FORCES WITHIN 20-MILE RADIUS OF NEW YORK CITY



A nuclear strike on New York City will commence on 0100, June 6. Evacuate the area immediately. Uncompliance is grounds for punitive operations….





[Copy of notice reproduced from covert operation reports.]








From: Metanormal Division, Department of Defense



To: All subdivisions related to Estate Zero



Effective immediately, Estate Zero—along with further forays into inter-universal intervention—have been forbidden by the Department of Defense due to the immense damage and escalation caused in the geopolitics of the recipient world (codenamed Cut House). Such inter-universal incursions have become a massive money sink, and Internal Affairs investigations reveal severe corruption and nepotism among Estate Zero staff, endangering the government’s budget on black projects.



Further investigations into Estate Zero’s operations will be conducted by a multi-department committee. All inquiries on the subject shall be redirected to said committee whose membership shall have been determined by and shall be revealed in the next notice.








End of appendix reached.





Where would you like to go?



> [Operation Second Sun: Premise]



> Operation Second Sun: Complete Appendix (Requires Presidential Clearance)



> Return to List of Metanormal Division Operations Under Category: Code White








Premise: Operation Second Sun is a covert operation which occurred from April 4 to June 6, 2057. It involved the United States’ first and so far only intervention into foreign parallel universes. The results were disastrous: escalated tensions in the target universe and potential nuclear holocaust along with the folding of Estate Zero—a provisional subdivision of the Metanormal Divison—created with the intent to expand into a CIA-esque organization handling intelligence and, if necessary, regulated interventions into alternate universes as well as diplomacy with political entities involving multiple such universes.



The universe chosen—intervened in their local dates from April 4 to June 6, 1988—was designated Cut House because of the most notable divergence from our universe (referred to as Locale Omega): The United States of America descended into a second Civil War during the events of World War I, splitting into a communist Federate States of America in the south and a reactionary American Union of Free States in the north which—according to timeline scanners and in the event of no intervention—would become a fascist dictatorship in 1995. Other notable divergences as of local time 1988 include:



- a third Civil War ongoing as of said date



- four World Wars instead of two



- returns to monarchy for France and Russia



- a communist Japanese confederation covering far-eastern Siberia



- an Inter-Africa Alliance with federal powers not unlike that of Locale Omega’s European Union.





What would you like to access?



> Further information on Operation Second Sun



> Further information on Timeline Cut House



> Operation Second Sun: Appendix (accessed once in this visit)



> [Exit]








To whom it may concern,



My name is Charlotte Porters, daughter of Roswell Porters and Mary Bremer. I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, American Union of Free States. Survivor of the Vast War, which you may know as the Third Civil War in the universe you call Locale Cut House.



If you are reading this, you already know who I am: the girl who’s out of this world, the one you’ve always treated kindly with my false identity as Thea Daisies. It has been more than a decade since I’ve entered this world although I did not know that at first. Your memory wipers were effective until they weren’t, although I spent the better part of eleven years figuring out what to do, getting used to this new world before acting on higher matters.



After I expressed knowledge of my true self, my custodians have told me that, as far as they know and can reasonably assume, the America I remember is long gone, dead in nuclear war. That may be true. That may be not.



Nevertheless, living here with nothing to fight for, effectively leaving my homeland behind, does not sit well with my soul. It is good to know that your America is very free, the fulfillment of my ambitions and dreams.



Still, it is not the America I fought for. It is a slap to my face: to suffer for a glorious victory, only to be yanked into a peace I do not deserve. You may call me ungrateful or a fanatic ideologue, but I have contributed nothing to the peace of your fair and prosperous nation. Even though you have assigned me to uphold democratic efforts and movements in other less fortunate countries (and I am proud of such efforts), I fulfilled my duties to this America with a sense of hollowness.



I have secured the trust of several researchers and agents to discover an entry point back into my universe and send me home. Will I be sent back to a nuclear wasteland? Most likely. Would it otherwise be a deadly dystopia? Most probably. But there is always the off-chance it is not a nuclear wasteland nor a dystopia, and I would rather take that chance than to stay here with infinite regrets and what-if’s.



You may believe that this is a stupid idea, to reveal all things right now. However, by the time you see this message and send the National Guard or whoever after me, I’ll be long gone and the machine that we have invented will self-destruct minutes after my leave. Besides, it’s easier to fuel one-ways than round trips, something true for both worlds.



Yes, you may remain confused as to why I do this.



I do this because I have a duty to the American Union. It saddens me that the America I know and love was either in a communist dumpster fire or secretly descending into a nightmarish terror state not unlike that of Joseph Goebbels or Oswald Mosley.



In spite of these failings, I am married to the Union, the Union I envision in my idealistic dreams. To divorce merely because the going is becoming tough or the unmarried suitor I am chained to, the unmarried America I was brought into unwillingly, promises me fulfillment of all my carnal desires—to divorce is blasphemy. That is why, though I’ve had fleeting feelings and indeed a genuine love for dear William Martin, I could not commit to him because I set my sights toward a higher purpose. (And before you ask, I have disposed of Keith Piper. Needless to say, you will not find him in any decent place anymore.)



With the above considered, I will not let the United States prevent me from fulfilling my duty.



God bless America, both mine and yours.



Charlotte.
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         Below most any city in the realm of Verlecia you would find them, if they desired to be found. No rude bumbling creature such as you or I would stand a chance, for they can detect the slightest vibration in the ground and make themselves blend undetectably with the soil and rock, or slip away through a myriad of hidden tunnels. Cunning and stealthy, burrowers in the deep and dark, delvers of secrets that humans and elves can only guess at, their lives are like an invisible shadow of those who dwell in daylight, and the mysteries they keep may never be revealed…







“Agh, keep your frickin’ tail away from my arse, ratbreath!” hissed Mebgarv the kobold, digging her sharp-scaled elbow into the ribs of her sibling as they crouched together in the tiny rocky nook.



“Go choke on a moldy pickle, toad-for-brains,” hissed her brother Slatgarv, kicking her rather lamely on the shin with a clawed foot. “And keep it down! They’ll be coming this way any minute!” He peered through his hooded cloak into a small peephole in the floor of the tiny chamber, viewing the dim tunnel below with his infravision.



Mebgarv growled, her grip tightening on the coil of rope she held. “If we were packed any closer together we’d be committing incest. How do you come up with these stupid plans anyway?”



“Look, we ain’t getting the password to the Brewfest by any ordinary means. You and I have already tried being polite. We just gotta be a little more direct, right?” He checked the peephole again. “Oh, fuck a frog, here they come,” Slatgarv hissed “Quiet now!”



In the tunnel below, two dim figures approached, hauling a small cart of food. They were victuallers Vartnado and Squim, scavs of great distinction, who had been raiding many pantries and trash piles for the past week to prepare for the Brewfest, and were now transporting one final cartload of hors d'oeuvres.



As they passed below, Slatgarv gave his sister a sharp look, and she nodded. She tapped the floor of the little chamber in one precise spot, and it crumbled into dirt and rock fragments. Her mastery over dirt and rock was quite powerful, even among her fellow kobolds. 



They fell together on top of the victuallers, their cloaks and masks making sinister figures of them. Vartnado screamed and tried to reach for his cudgel, while Squim took hold of the cart handles and tried to push it backward down the tunnel, bleating in terror.



Slatgarv grabbed Squim by the tail and hauled him back, still clutching the cart. Meanwhile, Mebgarv snagged Vartunado’s cudgel with her coil of rope, and soon had him trussed up. 



“Who the hell are you mugs and whaddaya want?” shouted Vartnado. “We got important places to be. Hey, take it easy there on Squim, he got his tail kinked last week!”

“And you was doing the kinking, eh?” said Slatgarv, reaching under the canvas covering of the cart and picking through the viands. “It’s real simple. All we want is an in at the Brewfest. Just give us the word and you’ll be on your way.”



“Can’t do that, they set the passwords for a reason,” sighed Vartnado. “Last year some pair of idiots got schnockered so badly they climbed the tapestry of Queen Brustak, couldn’t figure out how to get down, then barfed and pissed all over it until they fell face first into the buffet.”



“Idiots, huh,” said Slatgarv, munching on a stale cracker covered with some dubious and mephitic fishpaste. “Well, don’t worry, we ain’t nothing like… those two. We just got overlooked, see, so just be so kind as to refresh our memories, and we won’t have to get any rougher than this.”



“Go lick your tailhole, I got nothing for you,” said Vartnado, glancing anxiously at the whimpering Squim as he tried to crawl under the cart. 



“Quit wasting our time,” said Mebgarv. She shoved Vartnado into a nook in the wall and started summoning rock, the hard kind of rock she was good at creating and which gave other kobolds so much trouble to dig through or dissolve. She swiftly started to wall him in. “Or we’ll waste yours. You’ll be stuck in here for hours, until the party is over.”



“Aw, for the lovva Zarg!” he wailed.



“Yeah, for the lovva Zarg,” she snarled back. “Gonna give us the password? I can wall you in here for the whoooooole night…” She conjured more rocks around him, letting a few bounce off his head and land on his toes.



Vartnado growled in frustration. “Okay, fine, it’s ‘Poodleguts.’ But fat lotta good it’s gonna do you. They’re really tightening up security this year. They’ll bounce ya all the way to Redtide Harbor on the tips of your tails!”



“Whatever, that’s our lookout,” said Slatgarv. “Don’t worry your skeevy little heads about it. Now just count to ten, backward, and don’t move until then if you know what’s good for you.” He grabbed a handful of slimy things from the cart, gave Squim a friendly shove on the ass with his scaly foot, jamming him in further under the axle, and left Vartnado cursing and clawing his way free from his bonds and the halfway completed wall.



Slatgarv and Mebgarv strode off, munching on bits of dead things that were quite tasty and which couldn’t have been that much more than a week old.



“So our disguises worked so far, let’s keep it up,” he said. “Once we get in, we’ll just mingle with the other guests and even if those two rabbitfuckers complain, they’ll have no idea who we are!”



“As long as we don’t climb that tapestry again,” said Mebgarv. “I still can’t remember what the hell we were thinking.”



“The brew was kinda strong that year,” he admitted. “And ya gotta admit, the Queen looks kinda…” He made groping, curving motions with his hands in the air before him. “Kinda climbable.”



“Oh, whatever,” she said. “Let’s just try to take it a little easier this year. You know, go slow and savor it. There’s gonna be a lot of good brew to enjoy!”







The pair soon arrived at the Grand Hall, a long arched structure that had once served as a wine cellar for an ancient human distillery. The old barrels had been cut apart and repurposed as tables and benches, the Queen was seated on her throne under the high tapestry, and throngs of partiers were already lining up to enter at the gate, which was blocked by a pair of huge and muscular guards, each towering nearly four feet high.



The pair bided their time impatiently, drawing closer and closer and watching as each colorfully-garbed entrant whispered the password into the waiting ear of one of the guards before the wooden gates were swung back. Finally, it was their turn, and they approached in their brown and black hoods and cloaks. Each of them whispered the special phrase.



The guards looked at each other, then back down at the pair. “Oh!” said one. “You’re never gonna believe this, but you two’re the lucky hundredth--”



“Two-hundredth…” said the other guard.



“Whatever, two-hundredth visitors, and you get special treatment tonight!” He brought forth two pink clown hats. “Just wear these hats, and make sure you show them to any of the vendors here tonight, and they’ll make sure you get the really good stuff. Got it?”



Slatgarv and Mebgarv gave each other an astonished look, then turned their faces back up and nodded eagerly at the guards. “Uhm, yeah, we got it, thanks!”



Each guard firmly clamped a hat down upon the heads of the happy pair. “Great, you’re sure to get it good. Get on in, now!” The guards opened the gates and let the duo scamper through.



Slatgarv almost danced with glee as they mingled with the flow of kobold celebrants who were lining up at various tables to claim tankards of spirits. “It worked! My plan worked! And we’re getting the pink hat treatment!” He tapped his ridiculous little chapeau with pride.



Mebgarv shook her head slowly. “I gotta admit, bro, you pulled it off this time. Hey, shall we start here? I’ve heard good things about Yenglap Garden ale!” 



They approached the table, and the kobold vendors did a small double take as Slatgarv made a point of waving his little hat. “Oh, you’re the special guests!” they said. “We’ve got some extra potent brew for you!” They bent under the table for a moment, then brought forth foaming flagons. “Please enjoy!” they cried.



Slatgarv and Mebgarv strolled off, sampling their drinks. “So this is Yenglap, eh?” said Mebgarv. “It’s kind of… on the light side, you think?”



Slatgarv sipped and made a wry face. “It’s not as hoppy as I thought,” he said. “Doesn’t hold its head much, either.” He poked at the vanishing bubbles. “Oh, well, let’s try the next table…”



They worked their way along, and though the vendors were always cheerful and happy to offer them the very best in honor of their headgear, there was a certain lack of conviviality and feelings of communal cheer. A lot of the guests seemed to be smirking at them, then suddenly looking away. And the Queen… was she actually deigning to take notice of them, with a very arch expression in her browless eyes?



Mebgarv frowned “You know, I think we’re less drunk now than when we came in! What in the eighteen hells is going on?”



Slatgarv snarled. “I dunno, but I’d swear that last drink was squeezed out of a weasel. The quality is way down this year! Let’s get in their faces right here and complain!” 



He marched up to the next table and planted his claws on it with a dominant air. “Hello, we would like to register a complaint with… Oh. Hi there, Vartnado, Squim, you finally made it, huh? Good for you!”



Vartnado gave a very very cheerful smile. “Why hello there! How are you doing, O special guests? Is there anything that Squim and I can do to help you have an extra good time?” He proffered a tray of hors d'oeuvres, the cheese a suspicious shade of brown.



Mebgarv wrinkled her snout. “Why, you--” she snarled, but just then the crowd around them burst into laughter, and the vendors fell over themselves roaring with glee, and the guards approached with big smiles on their faces, and even the Queen, who was rarely known to show any unroyal emotions, had allowed a very plebeian grin to cross her face.



“It does seem that our honored guests have had their fill,” she proclaimed. “An excess of spirits may easily lead certain classes of mind astray. They will want to sleep it off, surely. Please escort them to the gates, if you would!”



Slatgarv and Mebgarv cringed as enormous hands clamped down on their shoulders, and they were firmly shown the way out of the Brewfest, surrounded by laughter and pelted bits of spoiled food.







“They remembered us!” shouted Slatgarv as he paced up and down in the tunnels outside the Brewfest. “I can’t believe those sweaty-sacklickers remembered us from last year. It was just one tapestry!”



“And they not only made a fake password just for us, they watered down our drinks!” muttered Mebgarv. “At least… I’m gonna say that it was water. Ugh! Not to mention those hors t’ourdes!” She retched.



“Now they’re gonna gulp down all that fine booze, and laugh at us. There’s no way we can let this stand! We’ve gotta do something about it…” He stared off into the tunnel walls, or into the infinite ether beyond them. “You know, I think I’ve got a--”



“Oh, no you don’t,” Mebgarv said. “No more of your stupid impulsive plans. Let’s take our time and figure our revenge for next year and do it right--”







An hour later, the moon shone through the windows of the grand distillery in the human city of Morelton. The light made long curved patterns over the distillery’s pride: multiple barrels of aged Morelton brandy, a major export of the city and a spirit said to be favored by royal patronage in the remote capital of Verlecia.



In the corner of the room, there was a crumbling noise, as of stone falling, then a koboldish grunt of exertion as one of the casks moved a fraction of an inch. More grunts came from below and it moved a fraction of an inch more. Then there was a muttered discussion, and then the noise happened in a different part of the floor, which also turned out to be under a cask. After many attempts the rock finally shimmered in the space next to a cask, making a small hole a foot in diameter, through which Mebgarv crawled, followed by Slatgarv. Neither of them had remembered to take off their clown hats.



“I forgot how heavy those human-sized casks can be,” Slatgarv said. 



“We shouldn’t even be up here,” she said. “The humans are really crazy jealous about these casks. I mean, they don’t like us kobolds living under their city, but it’s not like they hate us. Yet.”



“We’re just gonna take a little bit, enough to get ourselves happy for the evening and get them all jealous at the Brewfest,” he said. “When’s the last time any of them got drunk on genuine human brandy? Never, I bet, probably not even the Queen. Let’s just look for a little one and--”



He froze as he looked around, beholding the largest barrel he’d ever seen in his life. It was a massive tun, ten feet in diameter, and a kobold family could easily turn it into a two story dwelling.



“There’s our target,” he said. “All we have to do is tap it a little, and they’ll never even notice any is missing. Safer than taking a cask. Okay, let’s get the bucket ready.”



He approached an enormous tap on one side of the cask, which unknown to him was a solid wooden display tap. He twisted and turned at it, but the valve did not turn.



“What’s the holdup?” she asked.



“Can’t get a good grip on it,” he said. “Can you adjust that support there, maybe? Never mind, I can get it.”



His stone-shaping power flared out to the stone blocks supporting the barrel, working to lower them slightly. Instead, the blocks, which had been under stress for hundreds of years, finally pulverized. 



With a sound louder than the moon exploding, or so it seemed to them, one end of the massive tun crashed to the floor with an echo that rolled throughout the building. Mebgarv seized her crest spikes in terror. “What the rotten carp did you just do, newt-nuts?” she hissed.



“We can fix it,” Slatgarv said. “I’ll just raise this end with some of the flooring stone and you can reshape the blocks while I hold it up--”



“Are you out of your head? Let’s get out of here now before your dumb plan falls any flatter--”



Cracks swiftly ran from the multiple entry holes they had made in the floor, directly towards the giant barrel’s impact point. They had just a split second to look at each other in horror before the floor gave way.



The massive barrel landed at the top of a wide staircase and the two kobolds, landing before it, fled down the stairs in terror as the barrel rolled after them, seemingly determined to crush the life from them and incorporate their blood into its rich red contents. Screaming in panic, they spotted the door they’d entered in the sub-basement, and headed for it, while the barrel perversely followed their every move. 



They found the hole they had dug from the kobold city below, and dived into it as the massive barrel rammed itself against the stone doorway lintel and finally gave the last of its structural integrity. A flood of fine brandy poured from its sundered side and streamed right down the hole, soaking the pair and beginning to drown them in the very best brandy by which they’d ever been suffocated.



Washed through tunnels and mains, pressed through grates and drains, losing their breath and close to death, they finally found themselves pressed against a massive grille of stone. The pressure built behind them, forcing the last bubbles of breath from their lungs, and their hands reached to each other to say farewell from this life…



And then the grille broke as well, and a fountain of brandy shot out from the wall of the Grand Hall and began to wash away the Brewfest. Tables were upended, precious casks of liquor knocked over and broken to add their contents to the deluge, guests were saturated, the Queen was toppled from her Brewfest throne, and the grand tapestry was permanently stained by liters of Morelein brandy.







The ways of the dwellers below are subtle and not easy to ascertain, but a chance collapse of defective stone in the long respected Morelton distillery revealed some interesting hints. A previously concealed chamber far below the ground was revealed; an ancient wine cellar of the Aloven period that had been adapted for Kobold use. A remarkable tapestry was recovered that reveals the skin color of their royalty to be a most appropriate rich purple, like brandy in its hue. Analysis of some of the foodstuffs left behind suggest that Kobolds may occasionally, through pleasure or necessity, seek nourishment from the fecal matter of horses, though this assertion meets with some stiff dispute.



Most interesting was a report that a pair of small barrels were launched at night in Redtide Harbor, each nailed shut and with a breathing tube mounted on the top end, but these drifted out of reach too quickly to be recovered. Each barrel was also surmounted with a pink hat, the significance of which remains as mysterious as the other deep activities of these fascinating creatures.



Whatever future discoveries may bring, scholars have certainly made advances in our understanding of these secretive creatures of the earth that may well be worth the loss of so much fine liquor. To this day, if one stands on any street of Morelton by a sewer grating on a hot day, the sweet smell of brandy may be detected arising from below. And so we all may take comfort where it may be found and make the best of our endeavors, for as with life, what one gets out of it depends on what is put into it.
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