
A thousand questions rushed 
through her head. 

Who was this freak? Why the costume? Was he dangerous? Or 
worse, did he see her break into the car? Whoever it was stared 
at her for what felt like an eternity, standing still as his dumpster 
backdrop. The black voids of his eye sockets bore into her. 

Lucy checked her mirror a final time, ready to tear out of 
there. But when she looked up again, the figure was gone. 

Her stomach flopped. Fuck this, she thought and yanked the 
stick hard into reverse. Then a tap-tap-tap hit the driver’s side 
window. Lucy froze. Her eyes turned to the sound, but her head 
stayed glued forward. Her hand blindly found the crank for the 
window and rolled it down only a few inches. The costumed 
freak leaned forward, its white, raven mask filling the opening.

“Excuse me, miss. I seemed to have been given the wrong 
time and location for a very important event. Would it be 
possible to procure passage in your vehicle? Your assistance 
would be vital.” The voice behind the mask was clearly male, 
yet different; he spoke with an accent she couldn’t quite place. 

“Sorry.” She shook her head. “No passengers tonight.” 
Smirking to herself, she began to draw the window up again.

The man put his giant hand on the glass and pushed down. 
Lucy heard the wheels inside the mechanism struggle under his 
strength.

“My apologies, I forgot to introduce myself. I am Doctor 
Emidius, and the survival of your species may depend on my 
timely arrival.”

“Pff, I bet,” she said. Just another crazy then. Lucy’s fear eased; 
she knew how to handle crazies. . . . Don’t.
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Venice, Italy
April 22, 1640 AD

T he luxurious and dismal personalities of the city met on the 
street in celebration. They glided and danced around each 

other, concealed behind masks to evoke either fear, humor, or 
arousal.

High above, the light of the stars seemed to shine down 
exclusively for the revelers’ merriment. But one of the jovial 
lights blinked violently and sped straight down toward the 
dancers. Moments later, the star flashed and disappeared into 
the black abyss of the night sky.

On a more peaceful night, keen-eyed observers might have 
noticed the light was actually a dark object, hurtling toward 
the buildings surrounding Piazza San Marco. Those same 
spectators would then see the object latch itself to the damaged 
roof of Canpanièl de San Marco. But tonight, no one observed, 
watched, or otherwise witnessed anything outside the realm of 
the festivities. In the square, all dressed in their most colorful 
clothes, the people were preoccupied, doing their best to meld 
into each other, forget their troubles, and let go of their pesky 
prejudices.

As the crowd danced and colors blended, the object’s sides 
opened, and three circular containers drained of a viscous, 
orange liquid. The liquid oozed out and fell on top of three 
street performers dressed in monochrome colors. As soon as 
it touched the masks hiding their faces, it began to eat away 
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at them. The liquid numbed the skin’s nerves, corroding 
everything on its path to the nearest open orifice. A fourth 
tar creature slid out of the craft and plopped on the ground 
impotently. Within seconds dancing men and women stomped 
on top until it became mushy paste, nearly indistinguishable 
from the thrown up oranges by the side of a nearby column.

The masked figures touched by the slime froze for a moment. 
Their elegantly flowing movements turned to twitches. Nimble 
limbs swayed and staggered like a master puppeteer had given 
the strings over to their grandchild. The three figures ambled 
forward like a toy boat pushing through a congregation of 
autumn leaves on a river’s surface.

Another shooting star zipped above the heads of the 
people in the plaza. Those capable of semi-coherent thought 
acknowledged the event by raising a cheer. The blazing object 
stopped in place, lost its luminescence, and hovered out of view 
to those below. It made a sharp and distinct turn toward the 
plaza. Invisible to the human eye, the black structure landed 
atop a square-roofed building overlooking la Piazza. The side of 
the structure opened, creating a pure white sheet of light from 
which a broad silhouette stalked out. A faint sliver of starlight 
illuminated the figure’s frame revealing hard, brown, rhomboid 
shapes like that of a snake running up and down its arms and 
body. The creature took two strides that easily covered twenty 
feet of roof and stopped in front of the stone railing.

The new arrival peered down to the torrent of people. 
Turning from the crowd, its attention fixated on a burly man 
sitting nearby, vomit staining the collar and belly of his near-
bursting shirt. The man’s back leaned against the stone railing. 
He had an almost empty bottle of aqua vitae in one hand and 
in the other a long cane. Beside him, a woman in a state of 
half-undress, rested on the man’s lap, face-first toward his pants. 
Both of them breathed the steady rhythm of sleep. The figure 
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moved closer and touched the man’s white, raven-like mask 
with its scaly fingers.

The snakeskin was swallowed beneath a black coat that hung 
loosely just beneath the shins. A neckpiece engulfed the figure’s 
throat that reached all the way to the jawline where it became 
stark white, forming into a long-beaked bird mask with two 
deep black circles for eyes. Finally, a hood materialized over its 
forehead, draping dark eyes in shadow.

A light blue shimmering screen appeared on the figure’s 
forearm, and a message decipherable only by the creature 
flashed:

Active camouflage synchronized.
The message disappeared, and more writing streamed down 

faster than any human eye could detect. The screen showed an 
internal summary of malfunctions, the biggest of which were 
local language synthesizer and biological agent scanner. The 
figure’s head moved forward sharply as if uttering a curse, but 
no sound of frustration came out. The only noise up on that 
rooftop came from the snoring man and woman. Not being 
able to speak wasn’t such a hindrance, but the mobile scanner 
was vital. The figure had made sure to scan the crowd below 
before venturing out, so it knew the parasites had embedded 
themselves into three street performers, dressed in black and 
white-striped matching suites.

Inputting the preset into his forearm screen, the location 
of the three infected was marked in the augmented reality 
the figure saw through its round eyes. The targets were on the 
move, and so was the figure. It leaped over to the nearest house 
and, without slowing down, continued to jog to the edge of the 
next. It jumped and jumped, again and again.

As the targets grew ever closer, the reality that the figure’s 
visors showed changed to its mundane nature. Losing the last of 
the scanner’s functionality made the figure lose balance just as it 
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landed. Its near seven feet of bulk fell on the roof and slid until 
it reached a railing. The figure grabbed hold with one hand and 
vaulted its whole body over it. Now, it flew down toward the 
ground, coat flaps whipping from acceleration. Hitting down, 
the figure cracked the tiles beneath its feet and startled two 
men walking a few paces away. One of the men fell in a pile of 
garbage while the other stuck his back against the wall.

The figure dusted itself off, gave a courtesy nod to the fallen 
man, and ran headlong into the festive crowd.

Shoving past the revelers, the figure reached the first infected, 
grabbed it by the neck, and spun it toward its white mask. The 
figure used its free hand to slip a small, white cylinder into its 
mouth. It threw its arms around the man in a wide embrace. 
A brief flash of white incinerated the infected’s brainstem and 
all other soft tissue. The black garments partially shielded those 
around from the dangerous luminescence.

Those surrounding the street performer slowed their 
celebration and shifted their focus to the odd occurrence. Necks 
craned, and masks peeked from behind stylish fans. Moreover, 
the plague doctor didn’t emit the pungent odor of lavender, 
nor did he carry the customary cane used to prod the dying 
from a safe distance. Such pointed interest from a plague doctor 
spelled disaster.

The Doctor released the infected pied jester, and he slumped 
to the ground like a sack of rotten fruit. A woman next to him 
screamed, and more witnesses soon joined her. The translator 
inside the figure’s mask flashed the same word over and over.

Plague. Plague. Plague.
The disguised figure cut his way through the crowd without 

sparing a glance at the frenzied people or the corpse on the 
ground. A wave of panic swept through the revelers. Scanning 
the fleeing people, the figure caught a glimpse of another 
street performer seventy-eight feet away. The infected pushed 
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a woman with an intricately decorated mask back toward the 
nearby columns. The Doctor tried to rush forward, but the 
mass of people thickened and pushed it back. The infected 
man cornered the woman near a column and raised its fingers 
to her mask. Using the magnification allowed by the suit, the 
Doctor caught sight of the tiny sharp tendrils extending from 
the infected’s fingers and stab the eye-opening on the woman’s 
mask. A moment later, she began to convulse.

The counterfeit doctor tilted his head and jumped into the 
air, cresting over the crowd and catching the nearby second 
floor’s railing. The infected continued to execute its primary 
function. It didn’t even notice the figure, which used the railing 
to perch then push itself toward it, landing directly on top. 
The Doctor slammed the infected into the ground, and with 
a single swift movement, shoved another cylinder through its 
mask and teeth until it met throaty resistance. The Doctor used 
one gloved hand to press the man’s face into the cobbled stone 
and the other to muffle his cries. The light flashed again, this 
time much brighter. The infected’s eyes became two columns of 
pure light, leaving black scorch marks after it faded.

The figure stood and examined the infected’s victim. Two 
red streams trickled down her intricate mask from where the 
tendrils had exited the eyes.

Looking a good foot above the crowd, the Doctor searched 
for the last street performer. A growing circle of people backing 
away drew its attention. Black and white stripes danced in 
jagged bursts across the atrocious shifting form that had once 
belonged to a man.

With not enough room to jump, the Doctor grabbed railing 
after railing, clutched columns and windowsills. The long way 
around to the street artist took him far too many seconds. The 
infected performer clutched the shoulders of the slowest woman 
in the crowd, toppling both of them to the ground. The figure 
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landed on the paved square.
Too many people blocked the way, so the Doctor grabbed 

shoulder after shoulder, tearing at pristine outfits until the mob 
parted. Like a rock falling into a lake, the fake doctor pushed 
through the staggering celebrants, who rippled away in waves. 
Just as the Doctor reached the struggling bodies on the ground, 
tendrils plugged into the hollow eyes of the woman’s vermillion 
mask.

Opening his coat, the Doctor took a cylinder and drove it 
through the back of the infected’s head. The flesh bloomed 
in red and orange, viscera hitting the white mask, sliding 
downward, leaving a pale, diseased trail. The woman beneath it 
still struggled, but that would soon come to an end.

The Doctor set his chest over the cylinder and bowed its head 
down. It wrapped its coat like the wings of a dark bird around 
the bodies. The explosion of light illuminated the square while 
the last of the revelers escaped.

The Doctor stood, bowing its head in mourning. When the 
required time passed, it climbed the buildings until it reached 
the ship. At the top, it took one last look at the ruined tower 
where the containment ship had fallen. Shaking its head, it 
stepped into the vessel.

With the passageway closed and sealed, the figure tapped on 
a console and wrote a message:

Location secured. Specimen holding failed. Local life forms 
infected. Quarantine and purge completed. Requesting exfiltration 
permission.

A reply came a few seconds later:
Received. Retrieval team sent. Exfiltration permission granted 

for agent Emidius. Safe journey.
The figure, agent Emidius, grabbed the ship’s controls and 

was in orbit 24.5 seconds later.


