Butterfly Effect

“The David and Goliath story has been endlessly retold.  But sometimes Goliath wins.”

–Agnostica Terrana

     That night the sky over Onett was not rainy, or even cloudy.  The nocturnal view for anyone living in that tiny suburban town was perfectly clear – absolutely nothing to obscure the stars.
     No moon.  No comets, or eclipses or meteor showers.  Not even noises.  Not even a cricket’s chirrup.

     That should have been a clue.

     As light by light flicked off in happy rectangular windows of happy rectangular houses, and families put their children to sleep and then crept into bedrooms and coyly drew the blinds closed, a deep and pitch-dark silence settled over Onett, disturbed by no one.
     Almost no one.

     Ness couldn’t sleep.  He felt antsy.  These things just overtook him sometimes, he didn’t know why, and when they did the only thing for it was to walk them off.  So there he was, walking, hiking up the familiar big-hill-small-mountain that counted as part of his backyard.  Still dressed from the day’s activity, hands jammed in pockets of his denim shorts, yellow-and-purple-striped T-shirt billowing slightly with his movements, wavy brown hair pinned down by his omnipresent cherry-red baseball cap, face set in restless consternation.  He walked, his dirty white sneakers making just the tiniest of sounds as he squashed grass and pebbles in his wake.
     Diametrically opposite from him was another boy, also seventeen years of age, approaching the hilltop by a different route.  This boy’s name was Pokey, and he was, if anything, even more confused about why he had chosen to go hiking tonight than Ness.  Pokey was used to being slightly hyperactive, not that anyone had told him this was what it was; all he knew was to stay away from sugar or unpleasant things might happen.  But he was usually so hyper that by the end of the day, he was tired enough to fall asleep.  Not tonight.  His messy blond hair flailed aimlessly around his piggy face and little black eyes, looking like two beetles lost in a mop.  His pudgy body bulged out from within the white T-shirt and blue suspenders that Pokey always wore, with a belt.  Always with a belt strapped across his waist.  Many kids had poked fun at Pokey for wearing that belt, but none had ever gotten him to take it off.  It made him look like an uncertain child, which he more or less was.
     Two figures, then, moving through the midnight grass: one trudging with a stolid, patient gait, the other skipping and hopping back and forth from foot to foot, forever trying to find a foot on which his weight would be comfortable.  They climbed the hilltop.  They reached the crest.  They stopped in surprise.
     “Pokey?”

     “Ness?”

     “What are you doing here?”  Spoken simultaneously, in a baritone exclamation and a soprano squeak.

     “I, I don’t know,” said Pokey, “I couldn’t sleep.  You?”
     “Me neither.”  Ness shrugged slightly, hands still in pockets.  “Happens to me sometimes.  I don’t mind it.  What are you doing here, though?”

     Pokey looked nonplussed.  “I don’t know.  I, I just couldn’t sleep.  I felt like… something important.”
     Shut up, Pokey, Ness thought desperately at his best friend.  He didn’t want to think about it, whatever it was in the air tonight, he didn’t want to know.  Just shut up.  Just a normal night.
     “Study for that algebra test?” Ness joked, searching for distractions.  Pokey shook his head in that weird, jerking way he had.  Of course Pokey hadn’t studied, he always copied off Ness’s work when the teacher wasn’t looking.  Ness allowed it.  Lessons just… didn’t stick with Pokey.  Neither did a lot of things.
     “I guess you studied, though,” Pokey said hopefully.  “I mean, don’t you need to get to sleep if you’re gonna pass that test?”
     Ha, right, Ness thought, the worse I do, the worse he does.  Pokey had raised copycatting to an art form: he couldn’t tell you what 75 percent of something meant, but he always copied, without fail, three-quarters of Ness’s answers and did the other quarter himself so as not to raise suspicion.  It was Pokey’s only real skill, even if he didn’t see it as a skill, and Ness would feel bad not to nurture it.
     “We’ll be fine,” Ness said out loud.  Pokey grinned uncertainly, getting the joke.  Silence descended again, and as Pokey kept shifting his weight back and forth, Ness found himself doing the same thing.  There was something in the air, darn it, he was getting tenser by the minute and he didn’t know why…
     HMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM…
     Ness looked up.  Pokey looked up.  They both staggered back with arms upraised protectively, bathed in an unnatural lime-green light.
     A flying saucer perched in the empty sky above them.  It was a flying saucer, there was no other word for it: a disc-shaped spaceship with flashing lights and spinning parts and a hatch opening on the bottom which spewed out a blinding white column of light inside of which a silhouette appeared and grew darker–
     FREeeeeeeeem the craft had shot off out of sight.  Beneath the spot where it had been – Ness looked up carefully and blinked until the spots faded from his eyes – was a silver figure.  Ness gaped.  The thing was humanoid, but it was not human; it looked more like a robot, or like a human dipped in silver metal all over.  Its body was smooth and shiny and reflective, its thin and supple legs were planted shoulder-length apart on the exact hillcrest and its curving arms, tapering to needle points, were planted firmly on its hips.  There was a small blinking blue light on the creature’s shoulder and a dark V-shaped band across its face, beneath which Ness could only assume there must be eyes or something.  Aside from that, there were no features whatsoever on the figure’s body.
     Ness heard Pokey gasp to his right and fervently wished for him to shut up.  But he had hardly more control over his own body; he was rooted to the spot, standing stock-still with mouth agape as the silver head rotated slowly, scanning back and forth in a smooth unwavering line.  The visored head swept once, twice across the whole of the hilltop that confronted it.  Then its head swiveled back to face Ness and paused there.  Ness stared, as a tiny shattered part of his mind realized that it could see his own reflection in the figure’s gleaming body standing not very far away.  Then the head moved another inch to the side, and locked its gaze on Pokey, who was shaking badly and working his jaw up and down without producing sound.  Again a considering pause.  And then the visor glowed deep red.
     “Duck!” screamed Ness in a sudden response to instinct, but his voice was drowned out by another sound coming from above.  There were two components to it: one the high-pitched whine of a mosquito, the other a rushing, roaring tumult, like the sonic boom generated by a very small airplane.  Then, chaos erupted.
     Pokey yelped and fell back on his butt, and the crimson beam that had been focused on his forehead blew over him instead and struck a nearby tree.  Pokey risked a glance over his shoulder and yelped again when he saw the tree had burst into flames.  The heat he had felt from the beam’s passage made him cold now.  All of which served to distract him from what was happening now on the hilltop; fortunately, Ness’s attention was rapt.
     The silver figure had been hit from behind by something that caused an explosion.  When the noise and the light had died away, there was a roughly circular rock, no bigger than a baseball, squatting in the middle of its own crater and smoking slightly.  Spreading out from it on all sides was a mercuric pool which, as Ness watched in mounting horror, abruptly stopped spreading and instead retracted, pulling in on itself and concentrating on a single spot where it began to rise.  The liquid metal condensed and hardened, and in two more seconds the Starman stood again erect and solid, but it was no longer paying any attention to Ness or Pokey.  It had whirled around to face the smoking crater, needle hands no longer on hips but extending out to either side in battle-pose, when it suffered another impact from behind.

     The figure buckled, head flung toward the ground and one leg bent to absorb the shock.  Around the creature’s head was a second glowing newcomer – this one very tiny, but backlit by its own neon-yellow light so that Ness could make it out.  It was, unmistakably, an insect: a beetle maybe, or an oversized firefly.  The glowing thing hovered for a moment or two behind the Starman, waiting for it to straighten up.  Instead the Starman whirled and lunged to one side, knifelike hands outstretched, but the insect was faster and swooped underneath the Starman’s legs, coming up behind it to deliver another full-body charge to the figure’s back.
     The back ballooned out through the chest as if made of rubber, and did not totally snap back into place: Ness saw a mark where the insect had hit, a dent that the Starman seemed unable to repair.  His eyes dazzled as another round of fighting commenced, and then another: every time the firefly dodged the figure’s blades with effortless ease and smashed it hard in the back or side.  After a few minutes of this the Starman began to look like something a used-car dealer might try and fail to sell.  But the figure nevertheless straightened, shockingly fast, and did something that blew Ness backward flat on the ground for an instant, so great was the physical force of the shockwave or whatever it was.  The ground bounced beneath Ness, and he craned his neck up desperately to see the firefly blown away full yards at least by the force of the attack.  The insect circled, not swooping or charging now but dancing back and forth, forth and back, like a boxer or a much more graceful version of Pokey.  The figure watched the insect warily, and its visor glowed with hidden embers once again.  But whatever heat ray the thing was planning to use, never fired.
     There was a sound like a toilet being flushed in reverse.  And the Starman, instantaneously, impossibly, collapsed in on itself and imploded, shrinking in less than a second to the size of a dot and then vanishing entirely.
     The firefly swooned back and forth and alighted with a drooping sort of plop onto the now-vacant ground of the hilltop.  Its light was flickering intermittently now, not beaming as before.  Ness looked around, and his heart stopped as he failed to see Pokey.
     What to do?  Did he dare call out Pokey’s name?  What if the insect heard him and decided he wasn’t a friend?  Pokey was good at hiding, Ness remembered, whenever the Sharks were nearby – that was another thing Pokey was good at, after that first time.  So he was probably safe.  But–
     The skin on Ness’s forehead attempted to leap backward as his ears registered, for the first time during the battle, someone speaking.  There was some static in it, radio static, and the voice was faint, but it was clearly speaking human English.  What he heard was: *kshhkk*  “Ness…”
     Ness’s heart beat doubletime, he sat up and immediately felt faint.  “Ness,” the voice was saying.  “Ness…  Please…  Ness…”  It knew his name!  How in the world could it know his name?  What was it doing here?  Oh, geez…!
     Robotically, Ness pushed himself up to his feet, swaying.  He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he would walk forward and talk to the creature and find out why it knew his name.  It was what he had to do, he couldn’t just turn his back on this.  Whether this was a smart thing to do or not was a question for an entirely different part of his brain, which didn’t seem to be working right now.
     Haltingly, Ness approached.  He stared down at the firefly, the size of a June bug and as bright as an incandescent lightbulb, or at least it had been a moment ago.  Now the thing was lying on the ground and seemed unable to move.  “N…” the thing muttered, a soft, raspy voice like a wasp would talk.  “Ness…”
     Ness bent down, crouched by the weakened figure and addressed it.  The first time, he failed to speak.  He swallowed in a dry throat and, on the second try, managed through chapped lips, “I’m Ness.”
     The thing jerked up.  It didn’t leave the ground, but now it had at least a few of its six legs underneath it.  “Ness,” the thing said feverishly, “you’re Ness.  You’re Ness!  Ness of the Four?” it pressed sharply.  Ness was taken aback.
     “W-what Four?  I don’t know about any, any Four…”

     “Never mind.”  The insect got another leg or two beneath it and hoisted itself up; its light beamed momentarily.  “You’re Ness, the one we’re looking for.  I’m sure of it.  This close, it’s easy to tell…  Call me Buzz Buzz.”  The firefly’s light began flaring up unexpectedly at uneven intervals; now it was a lightbulb about to spark.  “My real name, you couldn’t, well, it doesn’t matter.  What matters–” and now a catch entered the creature’s voice.  It, Ness didn’t think a bug could even do that, it coughed.  When it resumed, its voice was groggy.  “Sorry.  Ness.  Listen to me, Ness.  Your world is in danger.  I’ve come here to help.”
     Ness nodded dumbly.  His memory was recording things; the rest of his brain was completely limp.

     “Listen to me, Ness.  Giygas…  Giygas is coming for you, Ness.  For you, the people of Earth.  He is coming… he may be here already, we don’t know… didn’t know,” Buzz Buzz corrected himself.  “I’m the last of my race.  We’ve been fighting Giygas… but… he’s very strong.  Very very strong.  All of us were wiped out… and I…” Buzz Buzz coughed some more.  “…am weak.  My last mission… is to see you home safely, Ness, and alive.”
     “Why me?” said Ness’s mouth, feeling it ought to take up the initiative if Ness’s brain wasn’t going to do its part.
     “Why you?  Why… you?” Buzz Buzz gasped.  “You are Ness, Savior of the Four.  You are the last chance of Earth.  Its only hope.  Without you… Giygas is…
     “Listen to me.  There are three more like you, three more who have your gift.  You must find them, seek them out, use them well,” said Buzz Buzz quickly, his tone growing urgent.  “They are psychic.  That means they can resist.  Giygas… his hold is strong, and wide… but they can… they can resist…”
     “I don’t understand,” Ness burst out suddenly.  “Me?  Giygas?  What do you mean, ‘gift?’  What are you talking about?” he yelled, suddenly panic-stricken.
     “You don’t know?  Oh no, you don’t know…  How can you not know?” the tiny insect demanded, waving one of its forelegs in indignation.  “You are psychic!  Don’t you know that?  You can move things with your mind!  Like I just did with that Starman!  You are a psychic and that makes you Earth’s, no, the Universe’s last hope!  My race is psychic, and Giygas overcame us.  But you can be a psychic link, Ness, you can be a…”  Another hacking cough, this one more prolonged.
     “…Are you alright?” asked Ness.  Buzz Buzz ignored the question.

     “Listen to me,” the thing gasped for the third time, “Giygas is… universal.  Evil.  He is the embodiment of universal cosmic evil.  And he is waging war on your planet, right now, as we speak.  He can control minds, he can bend people and animals and things to his will, without them ever realizing that he has done so…  And he is after you, Ness.  He is after you.  I can’t believe you do not know this, but… no, it’s obvious, you are certainly the one.  I can feel it.  Then listen.”
     A foreleg beckoned.  Ness leaned closer, almost putting his ear down for Buzz Buzz to speak.  “There are eight places on Earth,” Buzz Buzz whispered, ”called Sanctuaries.  These are where the power of your planet lies.  We do not know their locations, exactly, but we know that there are eight and that you, Ness, must visit them.”  Buzz Buzz moved a middle leg agitatedly.  “These Sanctuaries, they will respond to you.  You must go there, Ness, with your friends, your three psychic friends, and you must use your psychic powers to get past any obstacle that stands in your way, because these Sanctuaries… these sanctuaries will let you succeed where we have failed.  They will make you a – conduit, for power…  And then you can face Giygas, and face him down, and win.  Earth is in your hands, I mean that almost literally… Ness.  Of the Four.  You shall lead the Four and fight Giygas, or all will be lost.”
     Ness babbled, “I’m not psychic!  I don’t even believe in that stuff.  What do you mean… Sanctuaries…?  I don’t–” but Buzz Buzz cut him off, by launching toward his chest in a blur of motion.
     Ness winced, and closed his eyes, and waited for the impact.  It never came.  He grew aware of a slight throbbing in his skull.  He reopened his eyes, and was utterly stunned to see Buzz Buzz writhing on the ground inches away, pinned on his back, wrestling with a force that Ness could not see.  He said, “Are you alright?” and gingerly reached up to rub his aching head.  The instant that his fingers touched his scalp, something released and Buzz Buzz shot upright again.
     “…There,” gasped the insect, bobbing at waist height, with a note of triumph in his voice.  “I told you you were psychic, and this proves it.  You hit me, Ness.  You pushed me so hard that you sent me flying backward in mid-tackle.  A mind like yours could stop bullets, if trained.”  The creature bobbed expecantly, its bulbous compound eyes locked on Ness.  He fell into a sitting position, for lack of anything better to do.
     Déjà vu, was the main thought frothing back and forth inside his battered head.

     “So,” resumed Buzz Buzz after allowing Ness a moment to process things.  “How does it feel to…” but he never finished the sentence, because Pokey’s fist came down.
     SPLAT.  Pokey Finch, cowardly, mousy little chubby Pokey Finch, had crawled out of hiding and smashed Buzz Buzz flat.  He stood there motionless, fist jammed straight down as if trying to punch the Earth itself, and then started breathing again, in fast short gasps.  He drew his hand back quickly, talking to empty air.  “There,” he said, a nervous lurching giggle in his voice.  “I did it.  I saved you, Ness.  Ness!”  Then he looked up at Ness’s face.
     Pokey reeled and sat down again, beetle eyes suddenly wide with fear.  “I… I saved you, right?  Ness, I saved you, didn’t I?  I… Ness?”
     Ness stared on and on at him, and Pokey started quaking all over again, for real this time.  “I, I, I didn’t mean it,” he whimpered, crawling backward from the expression on his best friend’s face, “I, I, I, I’m sorry!”  And he got up to his feet and turned and ran, ran full-tilt down the mountain that was his backyard and Ness’s, ran like all of Hell was after him but Ness did not move.  He just stood there, immobile as stone, and stared at nothing, thinking nothing, that image of Pokey’s gleeful, terrified face locked in his mind.  He unfroze only when he heard a distant, soft and rasping voice from the ground, still speaking his name.
     “Ness…”
     In one movement Ness had stooped and thrust his ear toward the ground, realizing in another heart-stopping moment that Buzz Buzz was not dead, he was alive, but only barely, “Ness…”  Ness stared in desperation at the ruined body of the creature talking to him, its stark black carapace cracked in places and its golden shine almost completely extinguished, “Ness…  I… must… give you some… thing…”
     Ness’s heart was pounding.  “What?” he whispered, his voice catching, almost crying, from grief or terror he didn’t know, “Buzz Buzz, what?”

     “This…”  And Buzz Buzz somehow, impossibly, managed to reach one bent and broken leg around behind him, and groped for something up around his thorax.  The badly shaking limb came back clutching a white marble, like a catseye, with grey mists swirling around inside.  The limb extended slowly, and stopped, and Ness quickly snatched the marble so that Buzz Buzz’z leg could drop again.  The marble was warm, surprisingly warm to the touch, and as he held it and peered at it he noticed that its milky-white exterior was fading, and the greying mists inside were growing thicker and more active – was it smoke…?
     “What is this?” he whispered.  Buzz Buzz groaned, “It is the sound… stone.  We engi…neered it as our last act before…  Take it to the… Sanctuaries.  Use it there.  It… will… take… their… ugh…”
     “Buzz Buzz,” Ness cried, “you’re hurt, can’t I do something, can’t I help…?”
     “…Idiot,” the creature muttered.  Ness was so surprised he almost dropped the marble, quickly jammed it in a pocket for later use.
     “What?”

     “You idiot!” Buzz Buzz raged pitifully, hardly able to move.  “I come and tell you your whole planet is in danger… and you… try to help me!  Be the… leader that you are, Ness, and do not… do not… do…”
     “I’m not a leader!” Ness gibbered, “Buzz Buzz, I don’t know what I’m–”
     “GIYGAS IS HERE!!!” the creature screamed.  Ness was cowed, and waited while the broken insect drew a rattling breath; he had heard the pain involved in Buzz Buzz’s shout.  “Giygas is here,” Buzz Buzz said more softly still.  “Here.  Everywhere.  I think…” he grew quiet, and Ness was afraid he’d lose him, “I think that it was Giygas who killed me now.”  Ness was struck dumb.  “I told you he can… control minds…” the insect murmured, “nudge them… in the right… direction…  That other human, he… wanted to… so Giygas made him… made him…”  Another silence.  “…that boy,”  Buzz Buzz grunted, slowing down with every word, “I… think… that… he… he… Giant Step!” he yelled
     Ness gave a start.  “Giant… Step,” explained Buzz Buzz.  “The… first Sanctu…ary…   Near… here… maybe… look for it… find it… take it so – that – Giyg – Giygas can – cannot…” *kshhkk-kshk-xxshk*
     “Buzz Buzz?” Ness whispered into the silence following the final burst of radio static, “Buzz Buzz?”  He waited on tiptoe, but there was no response.  Buzz Buzz did not speak.  Buzz Buzz did not move.  Buzz Buzz was no longer alive.  Dark black pools of Buzz Buzz were pooling around Buzz Buzz’s broken feet.  Buzz Buzz was no more.
     SHING
     A whipping sonic pain hit Ness like a physical force; he jammed his hands to his ears and sank to the ground, eyes tearing up.  SHING it came again.  It was like having knives shoved in his eardrums, Ness thrust his fingers into his ears as far as they would go and rocked slowly back and forth, absorbing the pain, crying without even realizing it, waiting for the next burst but there was none.  All that was left in Ness’s head besides the pain was a memory, an afterimage of… loss.  Pain and sorrow and loss that he felt to the depths of his soul, even though he didn’t understand them.  And in that moment, curled up in fetal position on that scarred hilltop, Ness understood that this was war.  Giygas was here, there, out there, somewhere, and he, Ness, had to learn psychic powers and find three friends and go out and fight him because he did not have any choice.  No choice.  No choice at all.  No choice…

     When the pain subsided, Ness risked a glance up at the dark and silent panorama of Onett, and then over to Buzz Buzz’s body.  Which wasn’t there.

     There was a crater, there was a rock in the crater, but of Buzz Buzz or his body there was no sign or stain.  Buzz Buzz had evaporated into thin air.
