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      Dust Covered Everything -

      Except The Feeling They Weren’t Alone.
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      The shack was in the middle of nowhere. Nowhere being the abandoned wooded area at the back of a farmer's field. It was only small. Code had told Milton that the owner had left it on his land, but had disowned it ten years ago after a fallout with the people he rented it to. After Milton helped the landowner tinker with his car, he let him and Code move in for two hundred pounds per month. It was the cheapest place they’d found by far. But even two hundred pounds per month seemed steep for this.

      The windows were cracked and smashed, the carpet was covered in a thick blanket of grime, and the kitchen was old and unusable. To most, this would look like the kind of thing out of a warzone, but to Milton, it looked like an opportunity. A fresh start.

      “I’m telling you, though, mate, she was digging my good looks,” said Milton while he pulled out the last of the small cardboard boxes from the back of the white van.

      Code looked at him blankly. “Digging your looks? Why would she want to bury them? Is she that intelligently challenged?”

      “Nooo,” replied Milton in a drawn-out, sarcastic tone.

      “So, she is smart then?”

      Milton placed his free hand on his forehead. “Mate, you really need to learn sarcasm.”

      “Oh, yes. That was sarcasm then. The art of saying the opposite in a comedic way to get a laugh out of your peers.”

      Milton replied, “Yes, my dude. I’ve got so much to teach you. Even stuff like manners and social cues.”

      “I’m sure you will teach me well. You are a very smart, charismatic and switched-on human.”

      Milton turned and looked at Code, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his lips as he blushed. “Thanks, mate.”

      “That was sarcasm,” Code replied.

      Milton's face dropped as he turned and continued to carry the box, overflowing with wires and cables, into the husk of a small living room.

      

      There were only two rooms downstairs. The living room was cosy, and the fireplace was the only good feature, but even that was ancient and missing bricks in places. The other room was the kitchen, but it was semi-open plan. The half-wall separating the rooms had been torn to pieces. It was like someone went to town on it with a sledgehammer. Streaks of light streamed through the smashed windows and broken sections of the walls, not nearly lighting up the rooms enough to see clearly.

      “I know this place is rough, but it can work,” said Milton. He pointed around the room. “My desk setup here,” he pointed at the corner where a tattered red sofa lay. “We can have an operations board here.” He now pointed to the broken wall by the kitchen. “This is going to be the best superhero lair ever to exist. It just needs a lick of paint.”

      “You are right. It is beautiful. You have a really good eye for this kind of thing,” replied Code.

      “I know. I think I got it from my mum.”

      “That was sarcasm.”

      “Goddammit, Code.”

      Milton lifted the rug near the fireplace, and the dirt had even reached there. He brushed away some loose ash with his shoe. The fireplace was larger than he’d first thought, blackened bricks crumbling at the edges. As he leaned closer, something skittered across the hearth. A rat shot out from behind the fireplace, squeaking as it disappeared under the sofa.

      Milton let out a noise that no grown man should ever make. “AHHH! NOPE! NOPE! NOPE!” He jumped backwards, tripping over the rug and windmilling his arms before crashing into the dark-stained wall.

      Code tilted his head. “That was an unusual vocalisation. Was that fear?”

      “Yes, Code. That was fear. That was pure, undiluted terror in sound form.”

      “It was very high-pitched.”

      “IT WAS A RAT!”

      “A rat is a small mammal,” Code replied calmly. “It is statistically unlikely to kill you.”

      “Unlikely? So not impossible then?” Milton pointed at the sofa. “It knows where I live now. It knows to leave.”

      “The rat lived here first.”

      “Well, it’s getting evicted.”

      Code turned to look at the fireplace, kneeling and inspecting the ash more closely. “There is something unusual here.”

      Milton cautiously approached, keeping his eyes locked on the dark corners of the room. “If that something is another rat, I’m burning the place down.”

      Code reached into the fireplace and scooped up a faintly shimmering, almost glitter-like substance.

      Milton blinked. “Okay… that’s not a rat.”

      The dust sparkled softly in Code’s hand, catching the creeping sunlight in a way that definitely wasn’t normal ash.

      “What is it?” Milton asked.

      “I do not know,” Code replied. “It does not match any known household material. It is… sparkly.”

      Milton took some of the powder from him and held it up. “Maybe it’s, like, old chimney cleaner stuff? Or… festive cocaine?”

      Code took a second to compute that response. “That is… an alarming suggestion.”

      “Look, I’m just saying, it’s glittery and hidden in a fireplace. Suspicious.”

      Code scanned it with his artificial eyes. Milton had learned that these were more advanced than he had first thought. They can help problem-solve and identify materials with ease. “It does not appear to be harmful. Or edible,” stated Code.

      “Well, that rules out half my theories then.” Milton picked up a jar from the floor and carefully poured all of the dust inside. He placed it on the rotting mantelpiece. “We’ll keep it. Every good lair needs a mysterious glowing thing we don’t understand.”

      “Yes. That seems consistent with superhero headquarters in popular media.”

      They moved toward the kitchen, or what was left of it. The broken wall opened into a sad little space with crooked cupboards, a rusted sink, and countertops that had seen better decades.

      Milton opened the first cupboard. It was empty, apart from a single cracked plate and what might once have been a spoon. “Minimalist,” he said. The second cupboard contained three mismatched mugs, one of which read ‘World’s Best Dad.’ “…Awkward,” Milton muttered.

      “Perhaps the previous occupant had unresolved family issues,” Code suggested.

      “Yeah, thanks, mate. Really sets the mood for this place.” Milton opened another cupboard. A swarm of dust puffed out, making him cough. Inside were expired tins, their labels faded beyond recognition. “Right,” Milton said. “Rule one of the lair: we’re not eating anything that was already here.”

      “I agree. I cannot physically eat anything, but if I had an immune system, it would struggle with these nutrients.”

      The final cupboard creaked open. Another rat scurried out.

      Milton screamed again, louder this time, and slammed the cupboard shut. “WHY ARE THERE SO MANY?!”

      “The rats appear to be using the kitchen as a food storage area,” Code said. “Efficient creatures.”

      “I am not sharing a lair with rodents.”

      “They will likely leave once we establish regular activity.”

      Milton narrowed his eyes. “Or I establish dominance.”

      “I do not recommend fighting the rats, Milton. They would beat you senseless and give you a black eye.”

      Milton chuckled to himself. “I shouldn’t have taught you sarcasm.”

      “That was not sarcasm.”

      Milton shook his head, sighed, and looked around the ruined kitchen some more. The broken wall, the dust, the mystery glitter jar, and the rat-infested cupboards made his stomach churn. Then, he smiled. “Okay,” he said. “So we’ve got structural damage, wildlife roommates, and possible magical substances.”

      “Yes.”

      Milton spread his arms wide. “Perfect superhero lair.”

      Code nodded. “I am glad you are optimistic.”

      Milton clapped his hands together. “Right. Tomorrow we clean. Tonight, we celebrate not dying.”

      “Should we name the lair?” Code asked.

      Milton thought for a moment. “Let’s survive the rats first.”

      From under the sofa, something squeaked again.

      “I think it is best we check upstairs for rats now,” Code suggested.

      Milton sighed, realising he had to venture into more potentially rodent-infested areas of the shack. “Let’s make it quick.”

      They both climbed up the narrow staircase in the far corner of the room. One step was missing, and after nearly tripping, Milton made it over.

      The upstairs of the shack was dusty and cramped. The angled roof made moving through the old bedroom difficult. The glare from a circular window on the far end was blinding, and Milton used his hands to cover his eyes as he adjusted to the rays. The upstairs was filled with wooden cabinets and many bookshelves.

      “What’s that smell?” asked Milton.

      “It has got the same odour as that glowing dust downstairs.”

      Milton noticed more dust on the rotting wooden floorboards and started to follow the trail it seemed to show. It went past a tipped-over oak bookshelf, with dusty, ripped books, into the back wall, which was hidden by an upright sofa. As he turned the corner, he was shot backwards by something golden. He fell and stumbled, colliding with the bookshelf as he scrambled to get back to Code. Milton hit the floor hard, the breath punched clean out of him.

      “OW—WHAT WAS THAT?” he yelped, turning his body and scrambling backwards in the direction of the stairs. Another flash of gold sizzled past his head and scorched the wall.

      A tiny figure hovered near the attic crawlspace, barely the size of one of the rodents he’d seen earlier, glowing faintly like a firefly dipped in molten metal. Its wings buzzed angrily, scattering glitter-dust with every furious movement.

      “…That is not a rat,” Milton gasped.

      “No,” Code said calmly, stepping forward. “That is a small female humanoid entity emitting concentrated energy blasts. I believe it is hostile.”

      “YOU THINK?!”

      The small female shrieked something in a language that sounded like bells being smashed together. She fired another golden bolt. Milton dove sideways, barely avoiding it as it blasted a neat hole through another rotting bookshelf.

      Books rained down. Milton grabbed the nearest one out of pure instinct and hurled it. The book bounced harmlessly off the girl’s glowing barrier and smacked into the wall.

      “…Right,” Milton muttered, getting to his feet. “Plan B.”

      “What is Plan B?” Code asked.

      “PANIC!”

      Another blast slammed into Milton’s chest, sending him stumbling backwards once more, this time into a large standing grandfather clock propped against the wall. It barely stayed upright.

      “Code!” Milton shouted. “Any advice would be GREAT right now.”

      Code tilted his head, clearly thinking. “Based on my limited understanding of sarcasm and human combat instincts, you should insult it.”

      “What?”

      “Hostile entities often respond emotionally to verbal provocation.”

      The glowing girl screeched again and charged up a brighter blast.

      “NOW IS NOT THE TIME FOR EXPERIMENTAL THERAPY!”

      “Call it short,” Code suggested. “Or imply it has inferior wings.”

      Milton ducked another blast, grabbed two books this time, and flung them like bricks. One burst into dust mid-air. The other actually hit, knocking the girl back slightly.

      “Oh!” Milton blinked. “That worked!”

      “Yes,” Code said. “Continue assaulting it with literature.”

      Milton grabbed another armful. “TAKE THAT—AND THAT—AND A SIGNED FIRST EDITION⁠—”

      A golden blast exploded at his feet, launching him into the air. His head clipped the edge of the bookshelf, stars bursting behind his eyes. “Code!” Milton groaned. “Bad advice! Very bad advice!”

      “I am still learning,” Code replied. “You could attempt diplomacy.”

      “IT JUST SHOT ME WITH SUNLIGHT.”

      The girl zipped forward, faster now, furious. Milton, barely on his feet, threw another book, but it was too late. The blast hit him square in the chest and sent him flying into the wall.

      Everything went black.
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      Milton woke to warmth. Not the painful, on-fire kind, more like sitting near a campfire with a blanket kind. He groaned softly. “Please tell me I’m not dead.”

      “You are not dead,” Code said.

      Milton cracked one eye open.

      The girl sat on Code’s shoulder. She was calmer now, her glow softer, wings folded neatly behind her body. She nibbled on something that looked suspiciously like a biscuit.

      Milton shot upright. “WHY IS IT FRIEND-SHAPED NOW?”

      The girl squeaked happily and waved at him.

      Code turned slightly so she wouldn’t fall. “After you lost consciousness, I attempted diplomacy.”

      Milton stared. “You… talked to her.”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “She told me her name, though I cannot pronounce it in human words. It turns out she is a species of something called a Pixie. So that is what I have named her. She speaks in squeals and shrieks, though I can translate most of them into human words. She was guarding the attic because she believed we were thieves.”

      Milton blinked. “Thieves of what?”

      “The dust,” Code said, gesturing toward the glowing jar downstairs. “She believes that to be her property.”

      Milton groaned and lay back down. “Of course she does.”

      “I explained that you are an idiot, not a criminal.”

      “HEY!”

      “Pixie found this clarification acceptable.”

      Pixie chirped approvingly.

      Milton slowly sat up again, rubbing his head. “So… she just stopped attacking you?”

      “Yes. I offered her shelter, food, and conversation.”

      Milton glanced at the biscuit. “Where did you get that?”

      “I found it downstairs,” Code said.

      “…We live with a magical attic goblin now,” Milton muttered.

      “Pixie,” Code corrected.

      Pixie saluted with her tiny arms.

      Milton sighed deeply. Then, despite himself, he laughed. “Alright,” he said. “Fine. Magical dust, rats, killer attic Pixie turned roommate. This is happening.”

      “Yes,” Code agreed. “I believe this qualifies as a successful first night in the new lair.”

      Milton looked up at the glowing creature on Code’s shoulder. “Just one rule.”

      Pixie tilted her head.

      “No more blasting me with magic.”

      She nodded enthusiastically.

      “…And maybe,” Milton added, “no more hiding in the attic and ambushing people?”

      Pixie paused. Then nodded again, slightly less enthusiastically.

      Code looked pleased. “We are making progress.”

      Milton shuffled on the floor and leaned back against the wall, exhausted. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we’re writing the rest of the house rules.”

      Pixie squeaked.

      “And getting helmets,” Milton added.

      “Yes,” Code said. “That would be wise.”

    

  


  
    
      Milton, Code, and Pixie Will Return
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