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      In September of 2019, a group of writers descended on the beautiful city of Seattle, Washington, with a common goal. Together, they spent two days inside of the famous Museum of Pop Culture and a community workspace building a new science fiction universe from scratch. They developed two new alien races, thought about how life on Earth would come to an end at the hands of these beings, and pondered what sort of technology these aliens might possess. All of this brainstorming took place intending to create the collection of short stories you now hold in your hand.

      This anthology is unique and unlike most others that you will read. The writers in this group came from all over the world, including Hawaii, Alaska, and even the United Kingdom, to participate in this memorable weekend. It’s basically unheard of for authors to meet in person before crafting stories for a collection. You might even be asking, “Couldn’t you guys have done all this online?” Perhaps, but it wouldn’t have been the same as building the world in person.

      And memorable it was. The group not only spent hours creating the world of Teku and Krad, but they bonded over food, drinks, touring the beautiful city of Seattle, and of course, shared plenty of laughs. They made new friends and shared an experience that they will all remember for the rest of our lives.

      For months after that festive weekend, the writers worked on their stories—from the most basic pitch and premise right through to a final draft. Each author brought his or her own unique brand of storytelling to the table, which has resulted in a fantastic collection of rich, diverse stories.

      The authors dubbed the weekend together Sci-Fi Seattle, and they spent hours diving into the science of their fictional universe. Because of that, the authors have decided to donate all the proceeds from this book to Techbridge Girls, an organization that provides STEM education and fair access to economic opportunity for young girls living in low-income communities.

      Now please enjoy the result of an amazing weekend together and the months of work that came after the writers left Seattle and headed back to their respective homes. Find out what happened in the war between Teku and Krad with Beyond the Galaxy.

      

      J. Thorn & Zach Bohannon

      May, 2020
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BY CAMERON CORAL

        

      

    

    
      My titanium fingers tapped against the surface of the cockpit’s dashboard. I always got a case of nerves while waiting for the green light to signal the all-clear. The massive twenty-foot-high airlock doors were the only thing separating me and my shuttle from the vast emptiness of space.

      My breath came in rapid spurts. I’d been waiting for five minutes. The clearance light stayed off.

      What was the problem?

      I glanced behind my pilot seat. Twelve passengers sat buckled into their jump seats inside the cabin. They were known as Botched—humans who were no longer useful. I was flying them to their new home on the surface of a nearby planet, Arae, where they would join the other humans already deposited there.

      I turned back to the dashboard. The damn light still hadn’t turned on. My eyelid spasmed. A glitch? I’d go to the med lab when I returned, see if they could do something about my uncontrollable reflex. I was 70% Kevlar-titanium steel and 30% organic flesh. My people, the Krad, took the best parts from the humans, those traits that would help our evolution. We wanted human senses—taste, smell, and touch—to enhance our AI auditory and visual processing.

      But now, odor was annoying me. I grabbed my tiny container of cinnamon oil and dabbed it below my nostrils to hide the smell of sweat and human gases coming from the cabin.

      I sighed and glanced at the clearance light. Still dark. What in the name of Kradonovan the Mighty?

      I grabbed the comm. “Control room, what’s causing this delay?”

      Someone giggled on the other end, and laughter erupted from the cockpit’s speaker.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      A familiar, irritating voice replied. Gemini. “Hello, Mercuria. I just thought you’d like to sit for a while with your precious Botched. I know how much you love them.”

      I clenched my jaw. He wasn’t supposed to be in the command room, but he’d probably charmed his way in, just to taunt me.

      “Control room”—my voice trembled—“clear my shuttle for takeoff.” I disengaged the comm, not wanting to hear Gemini’s cackles. I would inform Supervisor Dex upon my return. Gemini was violating safety protocols.

      I glanced behind me, and my gaze landed on a man in the first row. He watched me with curious eyes, a frown plastered on his face. Next to him, a woman pressed her hands together in front of her chest. Eyes closed, her lips moved in a soft chant.

      I cleared my throat. “Sorry for the delay. We’ll be taking off shortly.”

      Silence.

      The humans were afraid of the Krad and they had good reason to be. Our kind had harvested them from their home planet thousands of years ago and had given them a new life aboard our fleet. Their species had a biomarker—a complex spiraled DNA sequence unique to anything we’d ever encountered before in the universe. Homo sapiens’ genetic mutations allowed us to harness bacteria that increased our lifespan by a full century.

      Humans were pretty important to my people, so we took them and traveled with them everywhere we went. This might have been going on for at least a thousand years. Nobody really knew for sure.

      It was a symbiotic relationship. Krad fed and sheltered the humans, and in return, they supplied their biomass, which fed our ship’s harvester. But after so many years, a human’s biomarker—what we called their essence—dried up. When that happened, they were assigned Botched status, meaning they no longer served a purpose on our ship, the Aragonite.

      In the cabin, a woman sobbed. It wasn’t unusual for some of the Botched to overreact. They were leaving the only life they had known—in the bowels of our ship—where they'd kept sleep quarters and communal areas. The humans governed themselves, preferring to keep their society closed. As long as they hooked into the tubes inside their sleep bunks and provided us with their daily biosamples, we were fine with that arrangement.

      And yet, they still feared us. Other Krad were often cruel. If a few teenage Krad imbibed too much petrol fluid, their drunkenness would cause them to wander into the human zone and cause trouble.

      Some of the humans trusted me because I was around more than the other Krad. I resided in a narrow room close to the shuttle dock. It made my job easier. Usually, my orders had me making shuttle runs to drop groups of Botched several times a week. Sometimes, there were only four people, but once, there had been twenty—my biggest load. There were only seats for sixteen on the shuttle, so that had been awkward. Mostly, I was isolated from other Krad, except for when I ventured to the upper levels to visit Supervisor Dex and eat in the food hall.

      The green light flipped on. “Finally,” I muttered and engaged the thruster engines. The shuttle vibrated as the glider track rose and hooked in. The automated countdown began. I didn’t need the info, but it helped to prepare the humans.

      “Ten, nine, eight,” said an automated feminine voice. I leaned back in my seat, bracing myself for the rush of entering the dark void of space.

      “Seven, six…”

      That part never got old.

      “Five, four…”

      In the back, a woman wailed.

      “Three…”

      It’ll be okay, I wanted to tell her. She sounded so scared.

      “Two, one.”

      The shuttle lurched forward, careening along the glider track. Our bodies pressed against our seats as the shuttle launched out of the narrow tunnel. In three seconds, we were clear of the Aragonite.

      There was nothing but pitch-black space punctuated by distant stars. We lost gravity, and the passengers grew silent.

      I let my arms float up and admired my silver and orange metal coating, my elegant titanium fingers. After a minute, I pressed the button to turn on the announcement system.

      A familiar recorded message began to play, one I’d heard a thousand times by now. “Dear Humans, you’ll soon be arriving on Planet Arae. The shuttle carrying you will dock at a location called Base Point. You’ll each receive a pack containing water filtration tablets, protein packs, blankets, and other necessities. It is important that you seek shelter quickly as weather conditions on Arae change drastically at night.”

      The computer’s voice had a warm, cheerful tone, meant to comfort.

      “You should expect to encounter other humans who have been dropped off previously. However, the Krad have no idea if those humans are friendly. In fact, we don’t know the survivability conditions on the planet as the Krad have cut ties with the humans on Arae.”

      I paused the recording and let that information sink in. This is where the Botched usually lost it. If they were going to cry or scream or shout profanities, this would be the point where it happened.

      The chatter of human voices sounded behind me, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. People were talking over each other. I tilted my head and watched with my enhanced peripheral vision.

      The man in front, the one with the calm, curious eyes, hushed the others. “Stay strong, we’re going down there and nothing can change that fact. We must stay strong and stay together. Just like I told you. Just like we rehearsed.”

      I started the recording again.

      “The Krad appreciate your service onboard our ship. Generations of Krad are grateful for your contributions. Please note, we will not be returning to retrieve you. Arae is your new home. Going forward, do not approach the shuttles or attempt contact. There will be turbulence as we enter the planet’s atmosphere. Please make sure your belt straps are buckled. Thank you and have a wonderful day.”

      The entry into the planet’s atmosphere shook the vessel and rattled my calcium-tipped Kevlar teeth, along with the bits of hardware and ligaments that connected metal to tissue. I had to visit med lab and tighten up after about every third shuttle ride.

      Usually, I let the shuttle’s AI handle the flying, but today, I felt like enabling the manual controls, so I lowered our altitude and soared through the clouds. As we flew 10,000 feet above sea level, I blinked in awe. Cerulean-blue sky and bright, clear sunshine from a nearby star stretched before me. The temperature gauge displayed 28° Celsius.

      Conditions were prime for a drop.

      The shuttle passed over a blue-green lake—the vast source of fresh water was why I’d picked out this location for the humans. Those who outgrew their usefulness to the Krad settled here and had been doing so for several decades as our ship orbited above. I spied the outcropping that stretched out from the shore and nudged the shuttle in that direction. After banking, I gently rested the shuttle onto the platform.

      Then I powered down the thrusters, unbuckled from my seat, and rose to face the passengers.

      A weird thing happened.

      I don’t know why, but for some reason, I touched the energy weapon that rested in a holster at my left hip. I’d been flying these shuttle trips, dropping off Botched for six years now and had never drawn my gun even once.

      A nervous little flutter happened inside my chest. My right eye twitched again. Please, don’t let me glitch.

      Then I said—I always felt awkward about this part—“Does anybody have any questions?”

      The humans regarded me with frowns. The man who was their leader unbuckled and stood to face me with narrowed eyes.

      He didn’t say anything. Perhaps he hadn’t heard me.

      “Do you have a question?” Then I remembered him. He lived near my sleep cube with his family.

      “You’re a monster.” He clenched his fists and veins stood out on his temples, looking as if they would burst.

      My hand went to my gun again. Weirdest thing. I didn’t even realize I was reaching for it. Must have been a glitch in my circuitry. I really needed a med lab visit.

      The chanting woman next to him grabbed his arm. “Royne, no. Don’t endanger yourself.”

      But Royne just kept staring at me with icy eyes. “What you’re doing is wrong. Your kind—the Krad—are enslaving our people, using us up, and then tossing us away like trash on this planet.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand why you’re angry. You and the others are going free. You can live on this planet with other humans like you, away from Krad.”

      The others rose from their seats. I entered the code to open the shuttle door and lower the ramp. As it descended, I waved at the people to file out.

      But Royne stood in place, his gaze fixed on me. “And what kind of life is this? A planet that isn’t ours. A life we didn’t ask for, trapped here with no hope of ever finding our real home. Your people have hijacked the human species. You’ve destroyed us.”

      I didn’t know what to say. A few of the people started filing off the shuttle.

      The woman touched his arm. “Come on, Royne. I never want to see one of these creatures again.”

      Still, he stared me down for another half-minute—it was intense—until an off-kilter smile crept across his face. “You’re right, Lana.” He pointed at me. “I never want to lay eyes on your ugly Krad face ever again.”

      Then he and Lana walked off the shuttle.

      As I lifted off, I breathed a sigh of relief to be rid of them. They should be thanking me. On other Krad ships, humans got shoved out of the airlock or jettisoned in pods onto dangerous planets.

      I switched on autopilot for the ride back to the Aragonite.

      As I tapped my fingers, I noticed my hands shaking.
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        * * *

      

      Back on the Aragonite, I went straight to my sleep cube, even though it wasn’t time to recharge. I wanted to avoid encountering humans in the hallways. I couldn’t get Royne’s face off my mind. He’d called me a monster. I’d been called many things during those drop-offs. Botched humans had muttered profanities and cursed me under their breath, but nobody had ever confronted me as boldly as Royne.

      After downloading a movie but lacking the concentration to follow the plot, I ventured to the upper level for mealtime. Perhaps being among other Krad was a good idea. I could also swing by med lab and see about this twitchy eyelid situation.

      I had to travel a narrow corridor outside my sleep cube to reach the elevator pod. As I approached, two human men recoiled and pressed back against the ship’s wall. A young girl followed behind them. She stood her ground and didn’t shrink away. On at least two occasions, I’d played chess with her. Her name was Daisy.

      She glanced at me as I walked by. Something about her was different—bloodshot eyes and unusually pink cheeks. She clutched her wooden chess set.

      After ascending four levels, my elevator opened into the communal dining hall. It was dinner hour and a line of Krad stood in line as machine hands plopped food onto trays. The aroma of boiling petroleum and sweet honey filled my nostrils and made my stomach rumble. I walked toward the line, grabbed a tray, and smiled at another female who wore green chromium in contrast to my orange. She glanced away, not returning my smile, then whispered to another female standing in front of her. They both giggled.

      Being among my own kind was awkward. Everyone knew what I did, knew I had the worst job on the Aragonite—shuttling the Botched to Planet Arae. After six years, I should have gotten used to being an outcast, but it still hurt.

      Supervisor Dex was the only one who showed me kindness. I scanned the room for her and spotted her in a corner with the patrol squad pilots. Standing nearby was Gemini. I flushed and looked away before he could spot me.

      I concentrated on tonight’s menu. In one pot, a purple mushy liquid boiled. Seaweed and soil to help replenish our nitrogen and iron stores. Next to that, the carcass of a small animal rotated on a stick—rat. We’d inherited the humans’ carnivorous taste for flesh as we absorbed more of their DNA and sensory preferences, though we still needed nourishment such as silica gel for our metal parts. I slid my tray under the serving zone and ended up with a slab of rodent meat and glob of seaweed soil.

      Footsteps clanked behind me as someone approached. “Mercuria,” Gemini said loudly. “You’ve decided to grace us with your presence. What’s the matter, did the humans kick you out?” He roared with laughter and the others in line joined him, including the two females in front of me. They covered their mouths and squeezed their eyes shut as they chuckled.

      I hunched my shoulders together. Couldn’t Gemini leave me alone for one meal?

      “Oh, come on.” He drew closer and wrapped an arm around me. “I’m just messing with you. It’s all in good fun.” He released me and grabbed my tray from my hands. “Thanks for round two.” He strode off with my food.

      “Hey!” I put my hands on my hips and straightened.

      He halted without turning. “What?”

      The two females stared.

      I ground my teeth together. “Nothing.” I retreated to the end of the line and grabbed a new tray.

      “I thought so.” Gemini joined the rest of patrol squad—the elite pilots who flew fighter ships that patrolled the boundaries to guard them from outside forces. They kept the Aragonite safe from Teku attacks and human rebels. The pilots were strong, capable, and smart. I longed to be one of them. To be a pilot with a real mission, not shuttling junk humans to some crappy planet.

      I was no more than a trash collector.

      As I got back in line, the lights dimmed, and a hush fell over the room. In the corner where Gemini sat, a hologram appeared, and images floated in the air above his table. He was broadcasting a video, and at first, I couldn’t see what it showed, but then recognized the hallways in the ship’s lower bulk. Several humans were shown walking and others sat at tables eating. Then the video switched to me sitting down at a table over a chessboard with Daisy, the girl I’d seen in the hallway. Somehow, Gemini had retrieved this footage from earlier in the week.

      Laughter erupted in the room, and Gemini jumped onto a table, his steel-encased chest puffed out. “Take a look, everyone. Mercuria loves to hang out with the human garbage. She even plays games with them and takes meals together. Can you imagine?”

      I scanned the faces before me. Everyone stared with a mixture of grins, cackles, and even looks of pity. Near Gemini, Supervisor Dex sat with arms folded. Why didn’t she put a stop to this?

      And the worst part? She shook ever so slightly, trying to suppress laughter.

      My knees shook and my stomach felt like rocks. I pushed my tray away and ran deep into the bowels of the ship.
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        * * *

      

      I retreated to my favorite corner next to Aragonite’s reactor chamber. A few Krad engineers worked down here, but I’d discovered a loose panel that led to a tiny storage room.

      When I wanted to be alone—really alone—this was where I came.

      The dark alcove was the perfect size for my body, and a tiny portal let me stare out at the stars. I tried to block out the laughter still echoing between my ears.

      I hated Gemini. He always showed up eager to taunt me, forcing me to run to Supervisor Dex every time he went too far. Usually, she reprimanded him, but today, she’d laughed along with the others.

      For six years, I’d been stuck in this job with no hope of promotion. It wasn’t fair. I’d brought up a job transfer several times to Dex, but her response was always to wait longer. There was always an excuse: we were shorthanded, all the other Krad positions were taken, retraining would be inefficient. When I asked about recruiting Krad from other ships if we were so shorthanded, she blew me off and said it was up to Ship.

      Ship was the AI brain that powered the floating Aragonite and harnessed energy from the humans. Ship saw everything but didn’t interfere. If you wanted to talk to Ship, you had to go through your supervisor. And then, your supervisor had to go through her supervisor and the one above her.

      It was very difficult to get an audience with Ship. I guessed it was time-consuming to travel through space carrying 5,000 Krad, 10,000 humans, and a fleet of fifty-two fighter ships.

      The Aragonite was just one of a fleet of Krad ships identical to ours. There were slight differences, though. Our humans lived in decent conditions. We kept them fed, hydrated, and gave them space to roam as long as they kept to their area.

      But other Krad had a different view of the humans whose biomass powered their ships. They considered them a lesser species. As such, they were cruel, barely keeping the humans fed enough to survive and depositing their Botched humans on planets in steel pods. Only half even survived the drop.

      My organic parts shivered as I thought about hurtling toward a planet in a pitch-black metal pod.

      After two hours, I ventured into the corridor to return to my sleep cube. I would download the latest episodes of my favorite show, Crossing the Void, about a group of Krad space pirates.

      But I found a small human sitting against my door. It was the young girl I knew. “Daisy? What are you doing here?”

      She looked up with tearstained cheeks. In her lap, she clutched her chessboard. She climbed to her feet. “Can you play?”

      Normally, she never came into this corridor so close to the engine rooms and shuttle bay. Humans knew to stay out of this area because there was an elevator pod where Krad came down. Other Krad didn’t like to see the humans, preferred not to know how the Aragonite was powered. I was the exception.

      “You shouldn’t be over here.” I glanced behind me to make sure no other Krad lingered nearby. “I can’t play chess right now. I had a bad day. Perhaps tomorrow.”

      Daisy bit her lower lip and burst into tears. She just stood there shuddering.

      My organic cheeks flushed. I was unsure of what to do. I’d only ever seen humans cry on the shuttle once they’d learned there was no returning from Arae and no hope of rescue. Where were her people? Surely, they would comfort her.

      “You should go home.”

      But she stayed where she was. Tears rolled down her cheeks and dropped onto her pink shirt, creating dark spots. She sucked in a breath and it came out loud and urgent.

      “Are you having trouble breathing?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t have anyone to play chess with.” She whimpered.

      “I can play tomorrow. I’ll find you at noon mealtime.”

      “Okay.” Her voice was strained, and she still blocked my door.

      “Could you please move so I can go inside? I’m very tired. It’s been a long day.”

      Her mouth quivered and her forehead wrinkled.

      “What is it?” I lowered to my knees, so I’d be at her eye level.

      “My papa played chess with me.”

      “Then why don’t you go ask him to play?”

      She exhaled so suddenly, it startled me. “Because… he went to Arae today.”

      I recoiled. I’d shuttled her father away. She must know that.

      I scanned my memory files, trying to render her parents’ profiles and then, I found him—Royne—the man who had called me a monster was her father.

      The child sobbed. I had no idea what to say.

      Twenty feet down the corridor, the elevator pod whirred. Krad were arriving, and I didn’t want them to catch me with a human. More reason to taunt me.

      I guided Daisy forward by her shoulders, shielding her from view. “Come on, I’ll walk you back to your sleep quarters.”

      She was quiet as we followed the twisting gray corridors past exposed pipes and circuitry—the human area of the ship wasn’t nearly as nice as the upper levels. After a few minutes, we reached a row of sleep bunks.

      “Is it this way?” I wasn’t sure where she dwelled.

      She hiccupped. “We’re close.”

      We rounded a corner, and a woman with bleary eyes gasped when she saw me. “Daisy!” She ran forward and hugged the girl. “I was so worried about you.” She ran her hands across the girl’s smooth brown hair. “Never leave without telling me where you’re going!” Then the woman’s gaze flicked to me. She stood and wiped a tear. “Thank you for bringing Daisy back.”

      “You’re welcome.” I stood there feeling awkward, not only because other humans watched, but also knowing I’d deposited her husband on Arae.

      As I left, I avoided eye contact with the other humans who lingered at the thresholds of their tiny rooms where they slept hooked into the ship’s tubes.

      I glanced back as Daisy’s mother hugged her again. Humans displayed so much emotion.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I paced outside Supervisor Dex’s office, my organic heart beating fast inside my steel chest. I’d stayed awake all night with one thing on my mind—asking for a new job. I couldn’t take Gemini’s ruthless teasing any longer. I would convince Dex this time.

      But at 0537 hours, the ship’s alarm had begun blaring—red lights illuminated the hallways—emergency. Usually, the lights were blue and signified a drill.

      This was the real deal.

      I sprinted to the elevator pod and ascended to the supervisor area to await instructions and make my plea, knowing my timing was terrible. I drew in a breath and knocked on the door.

      “Open,” she called from inside.

      I entered as the door slid sideways but halted when I saw Gemini and other squad pilots.

      “Mercuria, this better be important,” Dex said. “We’re bracing for an attack.”

      Gemini folded his arms and scowled. “Yeah, Mercuria. We don’t have time for your drama.”

      “I’m sorry, Supervisor Dex. I thought I’d offer my help.”

      Gemini scoffed.

      “Enough, Gemini.” Dex narrowed her eyes. “Mercuria, wait for me outside. I have to brief the pilots on their mission, then I’ll provide you the Botched orders.”

      “Yes, thank you.” I had no other choice but to wait.

      Twenty minutes had passed when Gemini and the pilots burst out of the office. He brushed past me, striking my shoulder. “Watch it, human-lover.”

      I shrank back against the wall as they stormed off to board their fighters in the dock.

      Supervisor Dex stood in her doorway. “Come in.” In her office, she took a seat behind her sparse white desk. A digital screen on the wall displayed a view of an approaching fleet of fighter ships.

      “Who is attacking?” It had been years since the Aragonite’s emergency lights had appeared.

      “A human rebel fleet. Another Krad vessel warned us, but it was too late for them. The humans attacked and destroyed their ship. The humans have Teku technology somehow.”

      Our enemies, the Teku, also roamed the galaxies but rarely ventured to this corner of the cosmos. Teku ships were similar to ours. In fact, Teku and Krad had begun from the same species but then, evolved differently over tens of thousands of years. A Teku ship had the weapons to destroy Krad vessels, but the human rebel forces were small and disorganized, more like pirates who annoyed Krad and Teku ships. For human resisters to possess ship-killing tech was horrific. Our way of life was threatened.

      Dex studied my face. “Yes, it’s as bad as you think.”

      “What do we do? Give me a fighter. I’m a damn good pilot. As good as the others.”

      “All of the fighters are occupied. You know we have enough pilots. We’ve been over this a thousand times.”

      “But… I want to be a fighter pilot. Or anything besides shuttling the Botched.”

      “Mercuria, this is not the time to be selfish!”

      “Sorry.” I stared at my feet.

      “However, I’ve been communicating with Ship about your job. I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case the request was rejected.”

      My heart did a somersault. “You did?”

      “Yes.” Her voice softened. “Ship agrees that you’ll be assigned a new job.”

      “Oh, thank the stars!”

      “But there’s one thing. Now that the Aragonite is threatened, we’re on the defensive. We must leave this star system as soon as possible. The pilot squad will be risking their lives, laying a trap for the humans. Once they arrive back, we must leave at once.”

      She stood and paced next to her desk. “You have one more Botched mission.” A list of humans appeared on the digital screen along with their photos. Twenty in total.

      My last Botched assignment. Oh, how wonderful! I could nearly taste my freedom. A better opportunity waited.

      “There’s something different this time,” Dex continued. “You don’t have time to shuttle them to Arae and back.”

      “What?”

      “Ready the drop pods and get the humans inside them. You’ll have to dump and return here immediately.”

      “But they won’t all survive. The descent to the planet is very rough—”

      “There’s no time to argue about this.”

      “Some of the humans will die.”

      “What’s a few lost human lives in comparison to the thousands of Krad on the Aragonite? You have your assignment. Now, go.”

      I left her office in a daze. Ship transmitted the list of humans to me, and I read it again in my feed, scanning the list of Botched.

      Already, Ship had alerted the humans. Normally, they had one night to say their goodbyes before reporting to the shuttle bay the next morning. But we were in emergency mode; the humans were given only thirty minutes.

      I gasped when I saw Daisy’s picture. She frowned in the image; her brown eyes bored holes in my chest. Her mother’s picture was there, too. Ordinarily, this would be a chance to reunite them with Daisy’s father, but the odds were fifty-fifty they’d even survive the descent.

      And I was the one who'd drop them.
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        * * *

      

      Never before had I faced such a difficult task. I thought of all the things I should’ve said to Dex to convince her we weren’t like the other Krad who dumped humans out of airlocks or ejected them onto hostile planets.

      But Dex was stressed. That much was obvious when she’d snapped at me. There was no sense in trying to appeal to her.

      I found the elevator pod in a daze. Other Krad marched by in a hurry. The two females from the meal line passed by and laughed. “Human-lover.”

      Thanks to Gemini, I was branded. An outcast among my own kind.

      I wished there was a way to appeal to Ship, but I didn’t have time to follow the required process. More Krad ran past, bumping my shoulders.

      “Watch it!” someone shouted. I shrank against the wall, waited for the elevator, and returned to the lower level.

      I went straight to the shuttle bay. I was early. The humans still had time to say their goodbyes and pack their belongings.

      I needed time to prep the pods. In my six years on the job, I’d never used them. The devices rested against the far wall of the bay. I eyed the seven-foot-tall eggs. Composed of heat-resistant steel, the inside was padded with a cocoon-like structure that would envelop the human inside, buffering her from the violent atmospheric entry and hopefully protect her body during landing.

      But the odds weren’t good. The heat shields were meant to withstand atmospheric entry, but since the pods had been constructed to get rid of humans, the shields were made of cheap materials.

      I had very little time to plan the coordinates for the drop site, which meant the odds of survival would be even worse.

      After waving my hand in front of the pod control unit and blowing dust from the display, I waited for it to power up. A low humming noise sounded and lights flickered on inside each pod as their fronts slid open.

      The display read: Initializing.

      I climbed inside the shuttle and flipped the switch to engage the engines. Pulling up the map, I studied the best zone for a drop. My orders were to release the pods from orbit. Easy enough, but if I didn’t pick the right spot, the humans would end up cocooned in steel pods at the bottom of the lake.

      My eyelid twitched again. Damn, I hadn’t had time to visit med.

      That was the least of my problems right now. I focused the next few minutes on plotting the drop coordinates. After checking the time in my ocular display, I knew the humans would be arriving in less than ten minutes. The interior temperature of the pods looked good. The next steps were loading the humans and attaching the pods to the shuttle.

      This was going to be awkward—facing the humans, telling them about the pods. What if they had questions? I’d never done it before. What would I say?

      And Daisy. I didn’t want her staring at me or crying again.

      Then a thought struck me. They couldn’t carry their belongings in the cocoon. There was only room inside for a human’s body. A large rectangular case housed in the base of the shuttle was meant for their cargo. It could hold five thousand pounds and would be dropped with the pods. Once the humans landed and were expelled from the cocoons, they could collect the case.

      I activated a robot forklift to remove the container. Once free, I unlatched it and threw off the heavy lid. It was ready to fill.

      Perfect. I had at least three minutes before the Botched arrived, so I surveyed the shuttle. Its shiny black Kevlar paneling was beautiful. I enjoyed piloting the shuttle even though I had to carry Botched. It didn’t match the glamour of being a squad pilot, but she was my little ship. I ran my organic palm across the sleek metal.

      My gaze landed on the area at the base of the shuttle where the cargo box had been. Out of curiosity, I crawled inside and lay there in the darkness. A small hatch led up into the shuttle’s cabin. The crevice was a pressurized storage area in case humans brought their pet animals along.

      I sat there in the darkness and stretched my arms all the way out, then crawled back into the shuttle bay. My vision flashed with an incoming message from Supervisor Dex. “Mercuria, copy?”

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Have you prepped the pods and is the shuttle ready to go?”

      “Yes. All systems are looking good and ready to launch.”

      “Well done. The humans should arrive any moment.”

      “Has there been any change with the rebel fighters? Have the squad pilots managed to fend them off?” I hoped something had changed, anything to avoid dropping the humans.

      “There’s been no change. Your mission remains the same. Drop the Botched in the pods and return as quickly as possible.”

      “Yes, noted.” I stared at my feet and swallowed, though my throat was dry.

      “One more thing. As you’re well aware, this is a sensitive operation. The timing is very important. We need you to return with the shuttle as soon as possible, so we can depart at once.”

      “Understood.”

      “Just to be doubly sure, I’m sending Gemini to do a final systems check and see you off.”

      My stomach did a flip. “But Supervisor Dex, he’s awful to me.”

      “You must learn to get along with him. I’ve been telling you that for how long?”

      I bit back my words, flushed and nervous, knowing the humans would soon arrive.

      “You will cooperate with him. Do you understand? Have I made myself clear?”

      “Understood.”

      “Good. I’ll see you later at mealtime. I want you up here for every meal going forward. It’s time you normalized and spent more time with other Krad. In fact, we’re moving your sleep cube up here. What do you think of that?”

      “That… would be nice.”

      She paused as if waiting.

      “Thank you, Supervisor Dex.”

      She smiled and clicked off. I heard the shuffling of feet in the corridor. Two human men walked into the dock, followed by Daisy. A blanket was wrapped around her shoulders and her mother guided her forward.

      Daisy’s eyes took in the cavernous shuttle bay. Her mouth dropped as she glimpsed the shuttle. “Are we gonna ride in that?”

      “Yes, honey,” her mother said. “Listen carefully to Miss Mercuria and follow instructions.”

      More humans crowded behind them, all looking at me.

      And Gemini was on his way. Sent to make sure I did my shitty job correctly.

      My reward for all this? Dex wanted to assimilate me, make me eat and sleep with other Krad. Make me more like them.

      But as I stared at the humans, at Daisy and her mother, I wondered, how could I be like other Krad when they could so easily discard human beings?

      Daisy clutched her chessboard. Damn. I never got to play a final game with her. Chess was a human invention. Daisy’s father had hand-carved the chess pieces from bits of stone discarded from survey expeditions to Arae. Each chess piece—the King, Queen, bishops, even down to the small pawns—fit snugly into a little carved-out nook inside the wooden case.

      It was exactly like the pods that would carry the Botched to the planet far below. They would be encased inside their cocoons.

      Daisy clung to her mother’s side. I thought of her inside the pod careening through the sky above Arae.

      And that was when it hit me. I knew exactly what to do.
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        * * *

      

      I sealed the final pod—the twentieth—just as Gemini strode into the room. My forehead was beaded with sweat. I’d moved as fast as I could, directing the humans with their cargo and quickly filling the pods.

      “Well, well.” Gemini strolled into the bay. “Dex sent me to check up on you. Seems she doesn’t quite trust you with the humans.”

      I faced him and wiped sweat from my brow. “What happened to your mission with the other pilots?”

      “Everything went according to plan.” He moved toward the pods and the control pad. “I finished early and came back, volunteered to do extra.” He smirked. “And Dex sent me to babysit you.” He studied my face and peered at the shuttle. “What did you do to make her so suspicious?”

      My pulse quickened. He was right. Dex hadn’t trusted me for whatever reason. I’d never failed a Botched mission nor had a casualty, and yet, she’d sent Gemini to oversee me. I couldn’t think of a worse insult.

      At that moment, I hated Gemini and Dex. I was a misfit, never belonging with other Krad.

      I straightened. “Have a look. Everything is ready to go. Time is very tight. If I don’t leave in the next three minutes, I could miss the window, so get on it.”

      His eyes widened. “I know the timeline. Why are you getting an attitude all of a sudden?” He strolled over to the first pod and pounded on it with his metal fist. “Can you imagine flying through space in one of these things?”

      “The pods are designed to protect the humans inside. There’s a pressurized cocoon wrapping—”

      “I know how it works,” he snapped. “Don’t need a tutorial from you. The control display says the pods are already pressurized.”

      “Correct. Since it takes a while, I got them started.”

      “And all twenty Botched are inside?”

      I rolled my eyes and nodded.

      “Something’s odd. Let me look on board. You’re not hiding any humans inside the shuttle, are you?”

      I laughed, but it came out forced. “Why would I do that?”

      He strode up the shuttle steps and lingered in the doorway. “Because you love humans. You’re like one of them. Everyone knows that.” He disappeared inside the shuttle. I raced over and followed him.

      He sat in my pilot seat, surveying the controls. “Everything looks good.”

      “I know how to pilot my own damn ship.”

      “Testing.” He pressed the comm's button. “Testing. Gemini, here. Hey, who’s out there?”

      I yanked his hand away. “This is no time to play games! I need to depart in one minute.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He spun in the seat. “Maybe I should go with you this time.”

      That was exactly my worst fear.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t have a sassy comeback?” He folded his arms and gazed up at me. “See, I think you’re planning something. I think you’re going to fly all the way down to Arae, land, and let the humans off. I think you’re going to disobey orders.”

      “Why would I risk my neck? Be punished?”

      “That’s the weird thing. You have a soft spot for these humans. You live down here and hang out with them. I never understood it. Humans are inferior. They’re no better than the ants on their home planet. Humans are nothing more than fuel cells for Krad.”

      I stood there and bit the inside of my cheek as I wondered what the hell I was going do with him aboard my shuttle. So far, my plan was a disaster.

      “Why do you choose humans over your own kind?” He stood and faced me inside the cramped cockpit. “I want to know.”

      The truth? Because Gemini was awful to me. He'd made me an outcast, had treated me like shit. I’d never been comfortable among my own kind. The humans, though nervous in my presence, were civil and sometimes brought me gifts. They had never once laughed at me.

      And Daisy—she was a friend. She'd taught me chess.

      I looked Gemini in the eyes and told him what he wanted to hear. “I choose to be with humans because they’re weaker than me. They’re easily frightened of me, and I have power over them.”

      His lips peeled back. “Mercuria, you naughty little Krad! I had no idea. What do you do? Torture them? Have you ever killed one?”

      “I’m at takeoff point. I have to leave now or risk delay. Dex will not be happy.”

      Static burst forth from the comm. “Gemini?” A feminine voice streamed through the speaker. “Is that you? What are you doing there?”

      “Hey, Melz. I was ordered to check on Mercuria.” He flexed his organic biceps.

      “You’re not actually going on that shuttle with the humans, are you? Ugh.”

      “Of course not.” He eyed me. “Mercuria can handle it.”

      “Okay. Well, she’s cleared for takeoff. Maybe you can stop by the control room and hang with me.”

      “I’ll be there.” He switched off the comm. “Lucky for you, I’ve been trying to get with Melz lately.”

      I arched my brows. “Have fun with that.”

      “If you’re not back on time, I’ll tell Dex you betrayed orders.”

      “I’ll be on time.”

      He strode out of the shuttle and lingered by the bay doors as I closed up the hatchway and activated the thrusters. I watched him through the cockpit’s broad windows. That was the last time I ever saw Gemini.

      I navigated the shuttle onto the gliders. With the pods attached to the perimeter, the vessel launched from the bay and into the void of space.

      The silence was all-consuming. I glanced at the empty main cabin, normally filled with nervous Botched.

      We were approaching the drop site. I unbuckled and floated into the main cabin, adjusting to the lack of gravity. I pushed off the ceiling, landed on the floor, turned a small hatch, and lifted off the lid.

      “Hello, down there.”

      A hand shot up. One by one, the humans crawled out from the pressurized cargo area and floated up into the cabin.

      “Grab a seat and secure your belt straps.” I closed the hatch after they’d all come up. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride down to Arae.”

      “Can I sit by you?” Daisy asked. No one had ever sat in my copilot seat.

      By now, Ship would know I’d disobeyed orders. Supervisor Dex would be alerted and perhaps an alarm would sound. They might send fighter ships after me, but by then, we would already have broken through the atmosphere and be on our way to the Base Point.

      The other Krad wouldn’t dare pursue us on Arae. Not when the human rebel fleet threatened them so imminently. The Aragonite would depart, leaving me and their precious shuttle behind.

      It occurred to me that this was bad for the rest of the humans on board Aragonite. The Krad would have to find a new shuttle, assign a new pilot. Maybe they would start ejecting the Botched from the airlock.

      My heart ached at that possibility, but I couldn’t bear the thought of Daisy and the others dying on the drop.

      Not only that, I wanted a chance at a new life.

      Daisy buckled into the copilot seat, and I adjusted the straps to accommodate her small body. I blinked, expecting the annoying muscle spasm that had plagued me lately, but it was gone.

      I stood and faced the group of humans. Instead of the usual praying and crying faces, I glimpsed smiles. Hope.

      The automated message started broadcasting automatically. “Dear Humans, you’ll soon be arriving on—”

      I slammed my metal fist against the loudspeaker and the automated voice fizzled out.

      Then I gazed at the humans. “Strap in and enjoy the ride.”
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      Cold night air stung my eyes, and my chest burned as I ran through the wooded outlands. My little feet ached from the rocks poking through the thin soles, and my toes bunched and curled against the tips of my shoes. But I only ran harder.

      Thud-thud.

      Thud-thud.

      Thud-thud.

      My thumping heartbeat was punctuated by the sounds of fear and our uncertain destiny—Sky’s ragged breaths rasped behind me; the howling of the hounds, still hot on our heels, grew louder, closer.

      I didn’t dare look behind me and risk my footing. Camp and the others, or what was left of it and them, had been compromised and was too far away to see. No matter everyone else’s fate, Sky and I could never go back. It was just the two of us and we knew what to do.

      So, I pushed harder and ran faster. As long as we kept running, we would survive—we could hide. It was what we did in the outlands.

      Sky stumbled behind me, but with a whine and a shriek, I heard her footsteps fall into pace behind me again. Rocks crunched. Twigs snapped. Hounds bayed.

      Thud-thud.

      Thud-thud.

      Just keep running. Mama always told me it was my feet that would save me one day, even if they hadn’t saved her. But like Mama, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could run. I could feel the sores on the bottoms of my feet, and what felt like glass cutting into my chest with each sharp breath.

      “Sky!” I shouted, spotting a tree spreading so wide and reaching so high that I thought surely it was placed there just for us. “The Madrone!” The hounds couldn’t reach us up there. We would hide; we would wait them out if we had to.

      I reached behind me to ensure my pack was still there and glanced back. “Sky—” The visage of her raven-black hair blurred in the crisp air, and I blinked. A single moment was all it took.

      As Sky’s bright-green eyes met mine, shimmering in the moonlight, I saw them come out of the woods behind her.

      “Sky—”

      “Alena!” But she’d shouted my name for naught.

      They had her, and as my footsteps slowed, my head shouted at me to keep running. There was nothing I could do except to run as fast as I could and save myself. But I had no time to think beyond that as I hit a hard, unyielding body.

      Immediately, his arms wrapped tightly around me. “Shhh, little bird,” said a smooth voice in my ear. “I won’t hurt you.”

      I squirmed against him. “Sky—”

      His hand clamped over my mouth. “Quiet now,” he whispered.

      I pulled and wriggled as he backed deeper into the cover of the trees. He smelled of incense and earth, like Mama’s patchouli, but despite his soft voice, his hand over my mouth was firm with bruising pressure, and his arm tightened around me. The more I struggled, the tighter his grip became. “You don’t want them to find you, do you?”

      As my gaze locked on Sky, kicking and screaming as she was hauled deeper into the trees in the other direction, the fight in me stilled.

      “That’s it… All will be well, you will see.”

      In my frenzied silence, I watched as Sky, my friend and the last of everything I knew, disappeared into the shadows. Then, I began to sob.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        12 Years Later

      

      

      

      “With honor, we serve,” the 48 of us recited in unison.

      My knees were cool against the white panel flooring, but since taking my place within the Order twelve years ago, I’d grown used to kneeling at the Krad altar twice a day. We’d offered our blessings and gratitude each day since the Krad ship’s crash, awaiting the salvation it would bring when it returned each cycle. The past two millennia had been endless tasks and preparations, but the time had finally come.

      “Blessed be they, in peace and worship. Amen.”

      We were a flutter of pale-blue robes as we rose to our feet, though as the Chosen’s High Maiden, the Chosen’s tutor and warden, mine was adorned with a border of Egyptian gold. Having been plucked from a dismal existence in the outlands as a little girl, High Maiden was the highest, most dignified position a young woman like me could desire. I had honor and status, friends, and a father, for which I praised Krad every day. I barely remembered life in the outlands. The sting of losing my mother when I was five had become a blur, and my friends from the camp were all a vague memory now.

      As I made my way from the prayer room to the arched doorway to wait for the Chosen, I eyed the escutcheons of the Chosen engraved on the walls—the family lines born and bred for thousands of years for what would come in a few days’ time. The Coming was upon us, and soon, all Chosen would leave Earth for their destiny.

      “Krad save us all,” I said with a nod as the girls passed me.

      They dipped their heads, each girl’s eyes glittering with excitement, and barely there smiles tugging at their lips. Their life’s purpose would culminate in a matter of hours. No more waiting, no more planning for the future. The Third Coming was upon us, and the Chosen would honor the Earthlings left behind for a cause far greater than a single, unmarked life here on Earth.

      Soon, they would replenish and secure the human race on Earth II. Through them, humanity wouldn’t simply live as it did on Earth, it would thrive. Soon, the three percent of us remaining in the Order and temples around the world would begin to breed the Chosen once more.

      But none of that was why the Chosen smiled so brightly. Tonight, they would be with the men who would be theirs in the next life, not simply for procreation. Tonight, they would celebrate and feast.

      When Devina, the fairest of the Chosen and the most beautiful songstress, filed out the worship room door last, I fell into step behind her. The scent of honeyed ham and spiced apples filled the air of the Great Hall, and my stomach rumbled.

      Selma, wearing a black apron and kitchen hat hurried past, carrying a tray of sweet-smelling mulled wine. She delivered food to my room on occasion, sometimes bringing me special desserts, knowing I had a sweet tooth. But unlike usual, Selma looked directly at me, and my footsteps nearly faltered. Just as quickly, she looked away, cheeks reddened, her footsteps becoming more hurried toward the banquet room.

      Falling back into line with the Chosen, I continued toward the west wing. As silly as it seemed since the day I’d arrived, none of the servants looked at us. It was forbidden, and yet, that kitchen girl had this time, despite her familiarity with the rules.

      I glanced behind me once more as she disappeared further down the hall. She was my age and had been working on this level of the 18- to 21-year-olds nearly as long as I had been here. Though, I wasn’t sure I could fault her for looking at the Chosen’s High Maiden; it was a celebration day in the Chosen’s honor, and everyone was giddy with excitement. I couldn’t hold her curiosity against her.

      With the promise of a lavish banquet in an hour’s time, my feet moved more quickly. The sound of our slippers echoed as we walked through the long walkway toward our chambers to ready for dinner.

      The passageway of windows overlooked Seattle, Capital of Earth I and ground zero of the crash. We were the hub of all technological advancements in the Northern Hemisphere, and a beautiful, vibrant city of culture and lights.

      Seattle was a mixture of old and new. Ancient buildings of brick and mortar were overrun by ivy and rooted greens. Steel skyscrapers stood tall, like flashing beacons in the night, and there was a reliable hum that filled the air, a comforting sound when it was silent. 

      The Grand Temple itself was the heart of the city, an awe-inspiring honeycomb of glass and steel hallways over two dozen stories high that stretched the length of the Krad ship itself. Every chamber and corridor mimicked those of the ship, both a memorial to the thousands who’d perished, and a necessary tool to prepare the Chosen for life during their yearlong journey to Earth II.

      “Will you miss us?”

      Devina’s voice stirred my thoughts. She glanced at me over her shoulder with a small smile.

      “Of course I will,” I told her. They’d been my friends for the past three years—all that I’d known, aside from Father. “But I am happy for you.”

      Devina glanced forward again, and I felt a tug at my heart. “What are you most excited about?” I asked her.

      With a wry smile and sparkling blue eyes, she said, “Being with Phillip.”

      My cheeks flushed at that. I couldn’t imagine being with a man whenever I wanted, but once they were on Earth II, it was their sole purpose to procreate.

      I stifled a giggle and rolled my eyes.

      “Alena,” Father’s voice bellowed behind me. It wasn’t the cool, rich calmness I was used to, but pitched and anxious.

      I nodded for Devina to continue with the girls to dress for dinner, and I waited for Father as he hurried toward me. His red robe trailed behind him, and his gray hair curled around his ears. He was not only a Father of the Chosen, and head of the Seattle Order, he was a true father to me. My savior and family.

      “Father,” I said with a slight bow. I met his tired, amber eyes that were drained of their usual warmth. “I was about to dress for—”

      “Are they ready?” he said impatiently. “Do they know what is expected of them once the ships arrive? Are you certain they understand procedure and how perfect everything must be?”

      I nodded. “They are aware of what is expected of them, and they are honored to serve—”

      “Fine, fine—but have you had them tested again?” 

      I caught my breath, and worried momentarily if I’d forgotten a very important task. “Tested? No, was I—”

      “Do it, Alena, please.” His tone brooked no argument. “We must ensure everyone on this level meets the criteria. We cannot afford a single mistake.”

      I could see the fear in his eyes, and there was a crack of desperation in his voice. “Yes, Father, of course I will.”

      The lines in his face softened, and he let out a heavy exhale. With a warm smile, he reached out and brushed the side of my cheek with the crook of his finger. “What would I do without you, my sweet little bird?” Leaning in, Father kissed my forehead and sighed again. Then, just as quickly as he’d approached, he spun on his heels and headed back down the hall, his hands clasped in front of him.

      It was because of him that my fortune had changed when I was seven years old. I could do everything he ever wanted and it still could never repay him for what he’d done to help me.

      Turning, I continued down the passageway to my chambers. Devina’s question lingered in my mind. What would life be like for me, once the Chosen were gone? The halls and pews would be empty, and I would never see my friends—my sisters—again. 

      In truth, I would keep busy, helping Father in the labs, doing my part to ensure we found viable embryos for the generations to come. We would do our part to continue our teachings and preparations for the year 8080 when the ships would return again. 

      Opening my chamber door, I sighed with a sudden sense of loneliness and stepped inside. I closed the door and as I turned for my wardrobe, I froze.

      “What—who are you?” I stepped back, my heart racing to see a young woman sitting on the end of my ivory, four-poster bed. Her clothes were soiled and well-worn, her skin was tanned from too much sun, and her black hair was unwashed. She was familiar in a strange way, but she did not belong here.

      “You’re with the Resistance,” I realized.

      They were outliers and thieves who lived on the outskirts of the city walls, in the tech-less land surrounding the cities. They were without morals, caused trouble, and disturbed the peace with their protests and terrorism every chance they got. They were warped and clung to an ancient past that didn’t exist, and never would again. They hated us and what we stood for, and there was one of them in my bedroom.

      “The Chosen,” I breathed, realizing they were likely in danger. Whirling around, I reached for the door.

      “Alena, wait... Please.” The girl’s voice cut through the racing sound of my heartbeat, and I glared over my shoulder at her.

      “How do you know my name?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows your name. You’re one of the High Maidens.”

      “I am the High Maiden.”

      Her chin tilted up, but whether it was out of respect or a challenge of disdain, I did not know. I hoped it was the former, for it was true that the Order was everything to the human race. We were who the people prayed to, the keepers of the history, and the protectors of the future.

      She stood silently, her eyebrows now raised a tiny bit, as if I should know her purpose here. I did not.

      “What do you want, rebel?” I bit out. “And why should I listen to anything you have to say?” They spread falsehoods and rumors, and they were responsible for temple burnings and kidnappings all over the world. 

      Momentarily, she looked almost saddened. “You don’t remember me,” she said.

      My glower deepened. “No. Why would I? I don’t talk to rats and filth.”

      The girl’s shoulders straightened and she cocked her head to the side. “I should've known you wouldn’t. You always did think you were stronger and faster—that you were better than me.”

      I meant to turn and hurry out the door, calling for security to take her away, but I couldn't move. She did look strangely familiar—green eyes with raven-black hair that hung in choppy layers around her face. I remembered those eyes, clear and thoughtful…

      I faltered backward. “Sky?”

      She nodded and took a hurried step closer. “Yes, Alena. It’s me, and I need your help.” 
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        * * *

      

      A hundred thoughts swirled through my mind as Sky scowled at me. I wasn't sure if I should be happy to see her, or afraid.

      “Your Chosen are in danger,” she said, and despite the slight flutter of panic, I knew instantly that she was lying. 

      “What have they done to you?” I shook my head, looking her up and down. The Resistance had turned her into a liar and likely worse.

      “You look like you pity me, Alena.” Her tone was more than amused.

      “Pity?” Perhaps that was it. “I wasn’t even sure you were alive. It was the Resistance that took you that night, and they’ve turned you into one of them.”

      “As they have done to you,” she bit back.

      “The Order has been good to me,” I told her, and the moment I said the words, I hated myself for them. “I’m sorry they didn’t take you, too—”

      “I’m not. It’s because of them that your Chosen will die horrible deaths, deaths more terrifying than you can possibly imagine.”

      I allowed myself to laugh. “You’re so foolish if you believe that,” I told her. “You have listened to that Resistance nonsense too long, but I guess you wouldn’t know any better. The Chosen are treated like kings and queens. They are the most healthy, the most noble—”

      “And they’re going to die.”

      Her words made my smile falter, even if I knew they weren’t true.

      “It’s all been a ruse, Alena.” Sky crossed her arms over her chest. “They’ve been cultivating people with the biomarkers, spewing crap about divine purpose, when really, every single person with the marker is going to be herded into those ships, whether they want to be or not, and they will be fed upon like the livestock they’ve become.”

      “Livestock?” I was affronted.

      She spewed, “No amount of fine clothes and prestige will change the fact that once your Chosen are taken, it won’t be to a better place. They are sacrifices and they are being led to slaughter.”

      “If you’ve come here to threaten me—”

      “I’m not here to threaten you, Alena. I’m here to help you. You think the Resistance brainwashed me?” she continued. “What do you think the Order has done to you? You only know the lies they feed you in order to keep their secrets.”

      “You can’t possibly believe that—”

      “It’s not a belief, it’s the truth, and I can prove it to you.”

      I laughed again. “Why would I ever listen to you?”

      “Because,” she said with a smirk, and I wanted to slap it off her face as she stood in my room, in my home, telling me everything about my life was false. “If I’m even the slightest bit right in what I’m telling you, your precious Chosen really are in danger, and by the time you discover the truth in two days’ time, it will be too late, and you could’ve prevented it.”

      “You said they’d be herded into ships whether they want to or not, so if what you say is true, they’ll be taken regardless.”

      “But don’t they deserve to know the truth, Alena? Don't they get the option to fight for their lives, if they wanted to?”

      “I know what you’re doing.” I shook my head and turned for the door. “Your people have been thwarting the Order for centuries. You’ve stooped to a new low by coming here, thinking I would listen to you.”

      “My people? I hate to break it to you, Alena, but we’re all humans stuck on this dying planet, but unlike you, I am grateful for it because I know what truly awaits the poor souls that are going to be taken away, and it’s a fate worse than death. And I’ve risked everything to come here and warn you.”

      “How did you get in here?” I took a step closer, my eyes fixed on hers. “Unless the Resistance taught you how to scale buildings, someone had to have let you in—someone who secretly sides for the Resistance, perhaps?”

      “None of that matters. Not right now. I can explain later, if you want, but for now, I need you to listen to me.”

      Throwing my hands up, I began to pace. “You say you have proof of this, then where is it?” When she didn’t answer, I stopped pacing and turned to look at her. “Well?”

      “I need to get into your archive room.”

      “What? Absolutely not—”

      Sky took a step closer, pointing at me as if I were the problem in all of this. “There’s rumor of a recording from the Krad crash and the people who were inside it. It shows what it was like for them in there—it will prove to you how horrible it really is.”

      “If what you say exists, why would Father keep something so incriminating? It would dispel everything the Order has stood for, three millennia and counting.”

      “We have to hope that he would be that foolish, or rather arrogant, knowing him.”

      I wasn’t sure why she would say that, but she wasn’t winning any points by insulting the one man who had ever shown me any kindness. “Well, I can’t help you. I’m not allowed in the Archive Room. None of us are.”

      Sky rolled her eyes. “Geez, Alena, did you ever stop to wonder why that might be?”

      “Because there are ancient artifacts and—”

      “You’re the keeper of the Chosen in the most revered temple in the Northern Hemisphere, and you’re telling me you don’t have the credentials to go inside a mausoleum of history?”

      I swallowed thickly, hating that she had a point. The truth was, I’d always wondered what was in the Archive Room. It wasn’t that I couldn’t get in, it was that I had always been told not to, and I’d never questioned why. I’d simply obeyed. It was the least I could do after he’d shown me so much kindness. It never crossed my mind to go against Father’s wishes, and that I was even considering it now made me sick to my stomach.

      “The sooner you get me in there, the sooner you can prove me wrong,” Sky said. “And the sooner I will leave you alone.” 

      “Or I could call for security now. Or will you shoot me with that fancy gun on your hip?” I glanced at it. Whatever they’d done to her, she was harder than before, I’d give her that much. Though she’d always been the more stubborn of the two of us.

      “You could do that, but you won’t.”

      I laughed at her audacity. 

      “You’re curious,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re hesitating because that what-if rings too loud in your thoughts. If I’m wrong, it costs you nothing, and if I’m right, you can save your people.”

      “If security sees you, I will tell them you broke in,” I warned her. “I’ll tell them you threatened my life. Are we clear? Because they won’t give shooting you a second thought.”

      Sky hesitated, but finally, with a brusque inhale, she nodded. “Yes. Okay, fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Gritting my teeth, I peered down the hallway in both directions, seeing only the glow of the halogen lights, and I nodded for Sky to follow me. “Stay close, and I swear to Krad itself, if you stray, I will scream bloody murder. We go to the Archive Room only.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sky muttered, her footsteps heavy and loud in the quiet hallway.

      “Everyone will be gathering shortly for dinner,” I whispered as we hurried toward the Great Hall and the Archive Room. “I will be missed if I’m gone too long.”

      “Then,” she said with far too much attitude, “we better stop wasting time and move faster.”

      Rolling my eyes, I silently cursed myself for what I was about to do. If Father knew of it, he would be heartbroken and would never forgive me. But I couldn’t ignore what Sky was saying either. As much as I hated the Resistance and what they stood for, they hadn’t killed her, as Father had always told me they had. She was alive, even if she was on the wrong side, and I was grateful for that. More than that, I was shocked that he’d lied to me about her death and had to wonder if he simply hadn’t known.

      When we finally got into the grand entry, I made sure no one was meandering in the foyer. “They’re all sitting down to eat,” I whispered. The cacophony of voices rumbled through the hallway. 

      We hurried onward, toward the administration offices and meeting rooms where Father and the technicians met weekly to check in and review plans and progress. I headed down an off-shoot passageway, and passed closed doors to different chambers that I prayed would stay closed. “It’s through here—the last door,” I told her and pointed down the darkened corridor. The halogens flickered on as we passed, lighting the Archive Room sign. I stopped outside the door.

      “Why are you hesitating?” Sky grumbled.

      I glared at her, and with a steadying breath, I ran my hand over the reader, heard the lock open, and stepped inside. I pulled Sky in after me and instantly closed us in the room.

      I could smell it—the stale air and old pages of the world before. Unease washed over me, along with a strangely intoxicating thrill.

      As the lights flickered on, the room illuminated and we were standing in a library of sorts, lined with shelves and tomes and boxes, though less exquisite than the true library upstairs, or the records room, even. This place was more like a crypt of old, forgotten things, but still, I was mesmerized.

      “We need to find the old ship tech,” Sky said, ruining my rumination. “A recording of some sort, a reader or projector maybe…”

      I laughed. “Good luck.” The room was filled with boxes and all of it looked far more ancient than tech from the crash. I picked up a thin plastic box that read Terminator. It had a man with a buzzed haircut and red, glowing eyes on the cover. I popped open the box and pulled out a slender disc. “I have no idea what it is, but I promise you everything in here is older than the 2020 crash.” 

      Ignoring me, Sky ran up and down the aisles, scouring the shelves, and clanking things around like they were nothing but old tin cans she cared nothing about. I gaped in awe at images of what Seattle had once looked like—the curved lines and luminescent siding of the Museum of Pop Culture, now a rusted-out husk filled with live gardens.

      “Hey—that’s a Rembrandt,” I scolded, and reached for the small painting before Sky could chuck it over her shoulder.

      “Yeah right. It’s a knock-off,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “Who cares? It might be all we have left of his work.”

      “Trust me,” she grumbled, and pulled what I thought might be a cell phone out of an old tech box. She stared at it. “These old, stuffy objects are the least of our worries.”

      “So you keep saying.” I took it from her and put it back in the box she’d pulled it from.

      There were large black disks with titles like Prince: 1999 and Purple Rain, though the quicker she went, the harder it was to keep up, and I cringed as Sky began to discard them over her shoulder.

      “Where the hell is it…”

      “I told you,” I said. “Whatever you’re looking for doesn’t exist. These are relics and old documents. This is all our history. You won’t find—”

      “Here,” she breathed in awe.

      Sky held up an antiquated hologram screen that was bulky in her hand. She turned it over in her palm and pressed her finger against the only indention on the side. Two prongs flipped up, causing us both to gasp, and then, a recording began to play.

      At first, the image was scratchy, a three-dimensional space that felt oddly real as the footage continued. 

      An outline I could barely see moved in the shadows. 

      A whirring and suction noise clapped.

      Blue and yellow LED lights blinked along walls of panels. 

      “What are we looking at?” I whispered with bated breath. “What are we—”

      Sky swiped to the side, and the blinking lights flashed a hundred times faster. The recording went on and on, and it wasn’t until a strobe of red and orange lights filled the screen that she slowed the image again. We waited as the interior of the ship began to shake, the tubes hanging above the camera began to swing, and the rows upon rows of clear pods shook, the fluid inside of them sloshing onto the grated floor like a liquid sunset. But it was the outlines of the pod inhabitants I couldn’t pry my eyes from, the black human shapes trapped in a shell, seemingly lifeless.

      Chills ran down my spine. “Those are people.”

      Sky and I watched in horror as the lights continued to flash, and the fuselage that stretched as far as the eye could see dipped down—down—down. Everything was splashing and flashing, until finally, it all went black.

      The sound of crunching metal filled my ears, and a siren unlike anything I'd ever heard before rang out, nearly dropping me to my knees, and I covered my ears. “Shut it off!” I commanded. “Hurry!”

      With a few scrambled finger movements, the viewer closed, and all that was left was my rapid heartbeat.

      Chest heaving and nostrils flaring, Sky looked at me. “Did you see them,” she said, but it wasn’t with satisfaction. She was as equally shaken as I was. “Those people—that’s”—she cleared her throat—“that’s what will happen to your friends.”

      “It can’t be.” The words swam in my mind, a whirlpool of disbelief. I turned for the door.

      “Alena—” She grabbed hold of my arm and tugged me toward her. “Where are you going—”

      “I need air,” I told her. I needed to get out of the suffocating room—needed air so my lungs would work again. The endless rows of humans with tubes coming from their pods made my stomach roil, and I doubled over and threw up my breakfast.

      I gasped for breath. I forced myself to breathe. I stared at the vomit on my shoes, wondering how many people had been on that ship when it had crashed, and what exactly had been done to them. More than anything, I wondered if what Sky had said was true, and if death truly would’ve been a better fate.

      Wiping my mouth with the back of my arm, I shook my head. “It can’t be real,” I told myself.

      “It’s real, Alena,” Sky said softly. “It's why you have to help your friends. It’s why you have to say something.”

      “Father must not know then—like the rest of us, he’s been trained his whole life. What if he doesn’t know?”

      “Oh, come on, Alena!” Sky grabbed my arm. “He knows everything, you know it in your gut. Of course, he does. All the Priests have to, it’s the only way everyone does exactly what they’re supposed to.”

      I blinked at her and thought about the concern in his eyes this evening when he’d asked if the Chosen were ready.

      “So, you have to say something—”

      “Say what?” I shook my head and looked into her wide, green eyes, grabbing onto the only rational thought I could tether myself to. “These people have the biomarker. They are what the ship wants. No matter what we prepare for, no matter what we do, it’s who they will take. Telling the Chosen won’t make a difference.”

      Sky’s eyes widened and she shook her head, taking a faltering step backward. “How can you brush this off? You would have them go to that fate—to that ship, feeding off of them or whatever it was doing? You could live with yourself, knowing you could’ve given them a fighting chance?”

      I thought about Devina. I thought of all of their hopeful, smiling faces. And then, I thought of Father.

      There were two options, and both would lead to mass death. “Perhaps it’s a gift he’s given them, their innocence of what’s to come,” I said, though my mind was a foggy mess of uncertainty. “Their fate is already sealed.”

      “You’re a coward!” Sky spat, and her disappointment stirred a wave of fear and anger.

      I spun on her. “You don’t get to judge me,” I called out. “It’s so easy for you to point fingers and judge, but those are my friends and family, not yours. Telling them would send them into a panic, it would shatter every sense of peace, especially if they are to be taken away regardless.”

      “They could fight back.”

      I laughed at her, a cruel brittle sound. “Your rebels are stupid if you think we have a chance against the ships. I’ve been the one training the Chosen for life after Earth. I know what they are up against. I would rather be ignorant than be pulled away from my loved ones screaming for my life, wishing I were dead instead.”

      For once, Sky had nothing to say. The room was a vacuous space so brimming with emotion that I wanted to scream. I wasn’t sure how many breaths elapsed as we stood in silence, the world falling apart around me.

      “Maybe some of the Chosen will kill themselves,” Sky finally said, “but isn’t it their choice? Don’t they get to decide how willingly they walk to their deaths?”

      I forced myself to look at her, knowing I would find the same sincerity I heard in her voice also reflected in her eyes, even if I wanted to believe she didn’t care. Even if I wanted to hate her for shredding my world to pieces in a matter of minutes. Her words made sense, and yet... I didn’t want the Chosens’ last hours to be filled with horrors outside of their control.

      “Why don’t you take the tech and do it yourself?” I asked quietly. “Why are you really here, Sky? I know it’s not the Chosen your Resistance cares so much about. And, if you got into the Temple so easily, you could’ve gotten into this room.” I straightened. “Why are you really showing me this?”

      “Because,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “We need you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why me?” I ground out. My legs felt weak and my hands shook so violently, I had to clutch the shelf.

      “You are the High Maiden, and a Priest’s daughter. If you spoke out against the Order, the whole world would be forced to listen.”

      I stared through her as I imagined the look on the Chosens’ faces when I told them the truth. I could hear their screams and see their terror. More than anything, I could see the disappointment on my father’s face when he learned of my betrayal. Every word spoken against him would gut him—more than that, they would ruin him.

      “I can’t do this,” I said with a gasp, and I pushed Sky away from me and hurried to the door.

      “Alena, wait—”

      “No!” I shouted, squeezing my eyes shut. “It’s so easy for you to spew words of plots and lies and shatter a person’s life, but I can’t do that so easily. I will not betray the people I love so that the Resistance can rejoice as the world hears them for the first time. I am not your pawn. I’m no one’s pawn. Not anymore.” I flung the door open. “Find your own way out.”

      “If you change your mind,” she said, and begrudgingly, my footsteps slowed. “Get all of the Chosen down to the kitchen girl, Selma, before the first gong chimes tomorrow at dawn. She’ll tell you what to do. I promise, we’ll get your Chosen to safety, for now.”

      Without bothering to glance back, I trudged down the hallway toward my chamber. As I entered the Great Hall, I paused to listen to the voices in the dining hall. Hopeful tidings and contented laughter, they knew not what awaited them in two days’ time. The sense of peace they would have marching to enslavement seemed preferable to absolute horror. But, as I told myself that ignorance was best, my heart seized, my chest burned, and my eyes blurred at the thought. Everything about the Temple—about the world—was a lie. Everything I’d thought I stood for was a fabrication.

      “Alena.” I shuddered at the sound of my name on Father’s tongue, and I squeezed my eyes shut as he approached behind me. “What happened to you? Why have you not come to dinner?”

      Clearing my throat, I forced myself to look at him—at the crystal-clear eyes that had always been a comfort, and the tenderness of the voice that had made me feel like the most special orphan in the world. He’d saved me, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized his finding me was no accident. He’d needed an outlier like me, someone without the blood who would always be at his side. Someone so grateful, with nothing to lose and everything to gain, he could mold to his will.

      “I’m—not well,” I said, and it wasn’t a lie. “I’m very... tired.”

      He touched my chin and eyed me carefully, dotingly, like a father would on his daughter. Only, that wasn’t what I was. His touch was meant to control, possess. Now I knew the truth, that I was a means to an end. “You do look exhausted, little bird,” he said, taking my hands in his. They were warm and soft, but I could feel the uncleanliness of them. “I’ve been very hard on you, I think.” I could tell he’d had a few glasses of wine. “I’ve been distracted, and I’ve put too much pressure on you.”

      I smiled, if a little weakly, and shook my head. “I’ll survive.”

      It hurt me to say it because it was so true. No matter the heartbreak, I would survive, and I would always remember. There was no way to forget.

      “You should get some rest. Perhaps Selma will bring you pecan pie after the festivities. I know it’s your favorite.” He winked at me. He was so good at playing the affectionate guardian. It oozed out of him so easily that it made me sick to my stomach.

      “Who was in my place?” I asked before I lost my nerve. “Before you found me, I mean?”

      Father frowned. “What makes you ask such a question?”

      “I heard rumors,” I told him, remembering my first months in the Temple. “You had a High Maiden before she was taken down to the fourth floor with the younger Chosen.”

      His eyes widened infinitesimally, but he didn’t lie. “She was my ward, but not a High Maiden. She wasn’t you.” He reached out again and brushed my cheek with the crook of his finger. “I hadn’t realized she had the marker, but when I found out, she was sent to be with the rest of the Chosen.”

      “You needed a replacement for her.”

      His eyes met mine, and I wondered if I was giving myself away. Then I realized, I wasn’t sure I cared.

      When he didn’t answer, I continued, “So, you went out searching for one.” You went out hunting.

      “No, not at all, but I was lucky to have found you.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and for the first time, I feared my father. He was lying. How many times had he lied to me and I’d never realized it?

      “Now, tell me, what are all of these questions about?” His voice was fatherly, but his words were laden with suspicion.

      Forcing myself to smile, I shook my head. “Bad dreams,” I told him. “About my past.”

      “Ah, perhaps why you are so tired.” He seemed satisfied with that conclusion and tsked.

      I nodded, but couldn’t bring myself to speak. 

      “Well, rest assured, little bird, that’s all behind you now. Go on,” he said, pointing toward the hall of rooms. “Get some rest. I’ll come check on you in the morning.” He winked at me.

      Father turned and headed back for the dining hall, his red robe floating behind him. The fear in his eyes made sense now. His sometimes quick and vague answers suited him. He bent the truth as needed, and no love, not for me nor the Chosen, would sway that.

      As a choked sob burst from my throat, I ran for my chamber. I would lose my friends, whether I told them the truth or not. I had already lost my father. The only question now was whether or not to send the world into chaos with a single sentence.

      They’ve lied to you. 

      Even as I imagined their screaming and shrieking, their tears and madness, I knew exactly what I had to do. 
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        * * *

      

      I waited for the garden clock to chime just before dawn, and I stole away from my room. Wrapped in a gray robe with my hair wound tightly upon my head, I hurried down the hall to Devina’s chambers. Quietly, I waved my hand over her door lock. When it popped open with a hiss, I hid myself inside and closed the door behind me. Her room was awash in gray moonlight and I watched as her chest rose and fell beneath the sheets. Tiptoeing toward her, I sidestepped her wardrobe and the trunk at the end of her four-poster bed.

      “Devina,” I whispered and squeezed her arm. “Devina, wake up.”

      “What—” she mewed and her eyes fluttered open. “Alena? What—”

      “Shhh.” I pressed my finger to her lips. “We must be quiet.”

      Devina blinked at me and I saw a mixture of confusion and fear on her shadowed face.

      “Do you trust me?” I whispered, my eyes fixed on hers.

      Without hesitation, Devina dipped her chin.

      I dropped my hand from her mouth. “Don’t ask me any questions, we don’t have time. Do you understand?”

      Reluctantly, she nodded again.

      My voice low and steady, I told her, “We’re not safe here.” I told her slowly, so that she would understand. “I need you to help me wake the others as quickly as possible. And I need you to help me get them down to the kitchen.”

      Her eyes flickered as she processed my words.

      “Do you understand what I’m telling you? Your life might depend on it.”

      Devina’s chin trembled and her gaze shifted over my face. She wanted so badly to question me. I could see it in the purse of her lips.

      “I promise you,” I said. “I will explain more once we’re out of here. For now, we must go. We must be silent, and we must get everyone out.”

      I flung the covers off of her. “Take only a robe and shoes. There’s no time for anything else.”

      We had to rally the 48 Chosen before the sun came up and sneak them all down to the kitchen. Everything hinged on Selma being there, ready.

      “I’ll go into Catia’s room and wake her, and when you’re ready, go into Evon’s. Tell them their safety depends on their silence, and show them this if they question you.” I handed her my High Maiden brooch. “You gather the ones from the north side of the corridor. I’ll get the ones from the south side. We meet up in the kitchen. Go!”

      Devina nodded and ran for her wardrobe.

      I hurried to the doorway, relieved by her obedience, but when I heard her soft voice whisper my name, I whirled around.

      “What are we doing?” She was searching for a scrap of reassurance, and I couldn't blame her for asking.

      Unwilling to lie like my father, I told her the truth. “Today, we start a revolution.”
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      Through watery eyes, I watch the celebration below with my knees pulled tight to my chest. I make myself as small as possible. My grimy hands are purple from lack of circulation, and my back painfully crushes into the rough wall, so I stay in the shadows. I’ve been here longer than I should, but I can’t move. I’m searching for someone.

      Up here, no one can see me from below. It’s one of the alcoves created by Coral, the Teku ship we live in, for Normal humans to have peace and quiet from others. This is one of my favorite places on the ship because it overlooks the great room where the Normals gather for celebrations and fancy parties.

      But this party is not for me. We don’t celebrate below. I’m not a Normal. And I’m not supposed to be up here.

      I’m an Unmarkered, an outcast, an orphan, an Obscure. Below me, the Normals, the ones with the positive Markers that Coral feeds on, they’re beginning a celebration that won’t stop until we finally reach Earth.

      This is the year we bring onboard more Normals from our previously broken home planet. Apparently, it’s healed and overcrowded again in the 2,000 years since Coral was last there.

      So, they’re celebrating.

      Not that Earth has stupidly overcrowded themselves again, knowing the Teku will come to save them.

      But because they’ll have new Normals to mate with and increase the strength of their weakening DNA Markers.

      We call them the Normals because they get everything that should be normal for a species. Good food, pleasurable activities like reading, art, dancing, and learning anything they desire. Not like the harsh conditions in which we live and work below.

      The humans above may be genetically weakening, but the orphans I live with below, we don’t even have the favored Markers. Every morning, the geneticists below test me and the others, but each day, the test results are the same. My Markers haven’t returned. None of ours have. The geneticists have been working hard the last few generations to try to manipulate our DNA to become Normal. But nothing yet. We’re still useless to our Teku living home.

      I shift, shaking out my numb hands.

      A woman below in a bright blue dress catches my attention in the celebrating crowd. She’s dancing with a tall man dressed all in black who has an air about him like he’s someone important up here. Maybe one of the Normal leaders?

      But it’s not him I’m interested in. I unwrap my arms completely and dare to lean over the balcony to get a better glimpse of her as the suited man dances her around the lushly decorated room. I hold my breath as they get closer to where I’m hiding. They’re, of course, oblivious that I’m here as I watch their beaming faces.

      I’m watching her.

      She has the same fiery-red hair and ocean-blue eyes that I do. My heart races, and I wipe my grimy, sweaty palms on my overalls. It’s her. I can feel it.

      Before I have time to think about what to do next, the man waltzes her out of the room, and out of my sight. I wait a few seconds with my eyes tightly closed, memorizing everything about her. The way she unconsciously runs her fingers through her hair, stopping at the ends to separate them. The shape of her mouth and ears. I know it’s her.

      I open my eyes and as the Normals below start to leave the room for some other frivolous activity, I scoot backward until I find the small crack in the wall and pull it open far enough to push myself through. The walls, although part of Coral, don’t have feeling or pain receptors up here.

      I made sure when I was younger to ask Mika, the geneticist assigned to me at birth, whether or not cutting into Coral’s walls hurt her. I remember we were standing in front of the main sewer system building, the place that would be my allotted work center when I was old enough. All orphans get assigned jobs outside of the nursery once they turn eight.

      I watched in fascination as the men took machines and cut into the walls. There were diagrams overlaid over the walls in 3D to show them where to cut.

      I had suddenly started to cry. Mika kneeled down beside me and asked what was wrong.

      “They’re hurting Coral.” I pointed with a chubby finger at the men with machines. Coral was the only ‘mother’ figure I had ever known.

      Mika laid a warm hand on my shoulder. “No, Kimber, Coral tells us which parts of her have sensors and which don’t. That way we can always expand our living and working places.”

      “What if we cut so far that we end up out into space?” I asked, my eyes wide with the fear of the dark, vast openness of what lay outside our ship.

      He chuckled. “Just like you’re growing tall and big enough to need new overalls, Coral is also always growing. We just make sure not to cut into her new growth. That is where we would hurt her. And we never want to hurt Coral, do we Kimber?”

      I had shaken my head and taken Mika’s hand as he’d led me away.

      So, the path that I crawl through now is all old growth. Her walls grow in the shape of honeycombs, for strength, so it’s easy enough to stretch them to my size.

      I feel a vibration in my ear, and I stop, frozen in place.

      “Again, Kimber?” comes the soft, feminine voice. Up here I need the implant to understand Coral, and her voice is a bit tinny, more machine-like through it.

      I lower my head as I crouch inside the tunnel I’ve made. “But I finally saw her this time, Coral. I actually found my bio-mom.” A tear slides down my cheek, and I watch as it gets absorbed into the floor that is also part of Coral.

      As I brace for the lecture I know is coming, I instinctively flatten my hands against the rough surface I’m kneeling on. But this far up I can’t feel her. I shake my head and hurry forward, racing down familiar, dark tunnels of living, growing, Teku skin.

      I head to where I always go when I know Coral is mad at me. Her core. Well, as close to her core as she lets us get.

      The warmth radiates as I approach the pink, throbbing light. Although located in the middle of where the orphans live, there is only this one corridor that leads to her core. Here we don’t need our translation implants. Not for her or any of the other non-human species down here.

      I lay my cheek against the soft membrane wall and slide down until I’ve got my feet tucked underneath me. She still hasn’t said anything, not even yelled at me for once again going above.

      She knew I’d come to her.

      “She looks just like me, Coral,” I whisper.

      The wall vibrates a bit, and I sink farther into the soft membrane. Coral has been my mother, my confidant, my best friend. Everyone down here has a close relationship with her because of our physical connection with her new growth and her core, but to me, she is everything.

      Until today. Another tear slips down my face. I don’t bother to wipe it away.

      “You shouldn’t be looking for her, Kimber. You know you can’t be up there.” Coral’s voice is gentle, not angry.

      “I know. I just wanted to see her. Not just on a computer screen in my file. But really see how she lives.”

      “It will only hurt you, my child.”

      I squirm in her warmth. “I know I can’t be with her.” I look down at the black ring tattoo that encircles my wrist. It marks me as an Obscure. I shake my head. “Because I’m broken. I’m not one of the Normals.”

      “Would you rather be living in a harsh wilderness on some strange planet somewhere?” Coral’s voice is a bit clipped.

      I raise my head out of the soft goo. “Just because I wanted to see my bio-mom doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate all you’ve done for us, Coral.”

      A rumble vibrates throughout the whole room. Coral is pouting.

      I purse my lips together for a second. “Coral? Are you jealous? That I saw her?”

      Another rumble and the walls pulse quickly.

      I shake my head and push myself up and away from the soft wall. “I know the elders made the law years ago to separate the Obscure babies from their parents. I know it wasn’t you, Coral. All I wanted to do was see her in person.” I hug my arms around myself. “And now that I have, it actually kind of gives me more hope.”

      “How do you mean, Kimber?” Coral’s voice is calm again. The pulsing walls slow their beat.

      I bite my lip as I remember the feelings I had as I looked down on the woman who has my face, my mannerism, my DNA. Most of it, anyway. “I think since the Normals live so differently than we do—”

      “You know I can’t help that. I would run out of resources if everything were the same down here as above.” There’s a new, sharp edge to Coral’s tone that makes me back up toward the corridor.

      “I know that. They’re very wasteful and frivolous up there,” I stammer.

      The room rumbles underneath my feet. I tighten my arms that are wrapped around my torso. Coral would never hurt me, I know that.

      I’m fairly sure.

      The other Teku are known to not treat their Obscure as well.

      “I could’ve just settled you—”

      “On a new colony on some random planet. I know, Coral. I really do appreciate what you’ve done to protect us. We all do. You’ve not only allowed us to live, you’ve allowed us to keep our genetic experiments going.” I unwrap my arms and step forward. “And after seeing how much I look like her, I believe our scientists can fix the Obscure someday.” My words rush out as I watch the glowing walls pulse.

      “That’s what I was trying to say about hope. I mean if we’re really only one tiny DNA marker away from being useful to you rather than a burden, I can now see a future where Mika and the others might discover it.”

      I turn in a slow circle. I’ve surprised myself, but I really do believe that. Being tested on is just life down here as an orphan. I never really thought about the work Mika does. He has to be getting close to a cure. Right? He and the others have been working on it for over four thousand years, since the first Taking.

      The walls drain of color, and I stop in my tracks, a cold breeze blowing over me.

      “I don’t want you going up there again, Kimber.”

      My mouth hangs open. Coral has always known about the tunnels I’ve made. That I spy on the Normals every morning. Of course, she knows everything that goes on inside her.

      But she’s never given me a direct order not to go up there.

      “Coral, I won’t approach her. You’ve got to believe me.” I place a hand on the soft membrane wall, and it’s cool to my touch. It pulls slowly away from me, leaving me shivering.

      Hot tears threaten to fall. I ball my hands into fists and quickly walk out of the room.

      Coral doesn’t say anything else. But the walls remain gray and dim.
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        * * *

      

      I stalk through the familiar corridors and turn toward Mika’s work area instead of my own. Now I’m past hurt and am feeling angry.

      Why did she act that way? Coral has never talked to me that harshly.

      The implant in my ear vibrates. It’s Amalia’s pattern. I ignore it. Amalia is a Dal. She’s humanoid except her skin is blue, and she is way better than me in running exercises. And she’s my best friend. Who’s probably covering for my lateness at work. I frown because she’ll probably take my ration cut for me.

      I let out a sigh as I stand before a door with “Lab S” written on it. I swallow and push, the door crashing against the wall as I rush through it. I cringe and stop in my tracks. Every geneticist in the lab is staring at me. Some have white lab coats on, but most are in regular jumpers like me.

      “Sorry,” I say to the room.

      Mika comes rushing over to me. He scoops me up in a hug and pulls me over to his workstation. “What’s wrong, Kimber?”

      With his arm around me, I look over the computer data he’s been staring at all morning. My DNA. Still Obscure.

      I sigh. “Coral is mad at me.”

      He pulls me away at arm’s length. “What? What kind of trouble did you get into now, Kimber?”

      My mouth hangs open. But I quickly close it, knowing I deserved that.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I say, not looking at him.

      He stays quiet. I learned at a very young age that he can stay patient way longer than I can.

      I let out a loud breath. “Fine. I saw her. My bio-mom.”

      “Really? How did you know it was her?” I can hear the researcher inside of Mika gearing up for a million questions.

      I hold up my hand. “I’ve looked at her picture in my file my whole life. I know it was her.”

      “But you were supposed to be at your workstation.” Mika is frowning now.

      I look up at him, watching his small mustache twitch, his eyes darting between me and his precious work monitor. He’s never been very good at disciplining me.

      Probably why I always get in trouble.

      “It was her, and I rushed to tell Coral.”

      Mika sits down and motions to the small chair he keeps nearby for my blood draws. I sit down.

      “What did you expect Coral to do, Kimber? Be happy for you and allow you to actually see her?”

      I frown. “No. I know I can’t see her face-to-face or talk to her.” I look up at the ceiling, which is made up of the same Teku skin as the walls and floors. “I just wanted to let her know that seeing my bio-mom gave me hope.” I look back down at Mika. “That if she really did look that similar to me in person, that there really is a good chance that you and the others can find a way to fix the Obscure. We’re not that different from the Normals.”

      Mika takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. “Except for the all-important Marker that feeds the ship we live on.” He puts his glasses back on. “I’m glad seeing her gave you some hope. Less animosity toward the Normals is good for you.”

      I cringe. I’ve been pretty outspoken against how wasteful the Normals are.

      “But that one small difference between us is a very complicated problem to solve.”

      “I know.” I look down at my work boots. Since I haven’t been to work yet today, they’re fairly clean, but not as clean as everything in this lab. “I should go to work.”

      I get up and head toward the door. When I reach to push it open, I’m surprised that Mika is still next to me.

      “I need to show you something.” He walks past me, and I follow.

      We make our way through the corridors, lit up by Coral’s iridescent skin. I take a few glances at Mika, knowing this is an unusual change of routine for him. I now notice he has dark circles around his eyes. I’ve been so busy with my own stuff I haven’t had much time to spend with him.

      “Have you not been sleeping well, Mika?” He always leaves for work before I get up, so I don’t usually see him until our evening meal.

      He frowns. “No, not very well.” He points off to a newer corridor. “This way.”

      I look around as I walk beside him. I spend my free time in my tunnels, so I haven’t had much time to explore any of these newer corridors the construction crews have been making. “What are they doing down here? More hydroponic bays?” With our Obscure population growing, our food supplies have been dwindling. The Normals don’t care about limiting their populations because they have everything they need up top. They don’t think about what happens to their Obscure babies.

      “Not exactly.” He opens one of the doors.

      I peek in. Rows upon rows of cushioned chairs with harnesses. My heart sinks. “Are there more experiments in the planning?” Horrible ideas of what those chairs represent race through my mind.

      “No, nothing like that.” He closes the door and opens another one. This time, it’s stacked to the ceiling with crates.

      “What are in those?” I’m trying to get my heart rate back down.

      “Extra food and medical supplies.” He closes the door and hurries on, not letting me ask any more questions.

      Confused, I follow behind him quietly.

      There are a lot of closed doors in this new, long corridor. After the ones Mika has already shown me, I have no desire to open any more of them. My palms are sweaty, and I can’t shake the dark feeling the farther into this new maze that Mika leads me.

      “I’m going to get in trouble if I don’t get to the sewer plant soon,” I say softly to Mika’s back.

      He stays quiet.

      “I’ve already had two marks against me this semester. I slept through the Microbes 101 class.”

      Still nothing.

      “Mika?”

      He stops suddenly and it takes all my grace, which is nil, to stop before running right into him.

      We’re standing in front of a set of double doors, which is highly unusual down here. We don’t waste anything, and why use two doors when you only need one?

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What’s going on here, Mika?”

      “I’m only showing you all this so you’ll actually obey my orders when the time comes, if needed.”

      I’ve never seen Mika so tired. And serious.

      “All right,” I say as my pulse races.

      He puts a palm up to a scanner. It flashes green light over his hand and the doors pop open. I take a step backward, my mouth flopping open. “When did we get bio scanner tech? And why?” Another frivolous thing from above.

      “You’ll see.”

      The lights in the huge room turn on row after row from front to back, showing just how large the space is.

      More harnessed chairs. Hundreds of them.

      I look quickly at Mika. He holds up his hand. “It’s not some creepy experiment, I assure you. That’s why I want to show you something. The others your age seem to look up to you.” He rushes past me down one of the aisles toward the back. “Heaven only knows why,” he teases.

      I make a face at him as he passes. “Because I’m rebellious and curious and,” I frown, “well, I guess I’m not exactly sure why they like me. I’m not especially social with my classmates or workmates.”

      “It’s your strong personality, your leadership-like qualities, Kimber. They look up to you because you don’t mope around feeling sorry for yourself down here like most of them do.” He looks back at me, still making his way forward. “Even if you have always hated the Normals, you’ve maintained a good attitude about our life down here. The other Obscure respect that, even if some of them can’t muster up your kind of gratefulness themselves.”

      I feel warmth creep across my face. I’ve never heard Mika talk about me like this. “You really believe all of that?” I say quietly.

      He stops and turns toward me, forcing me to stop right in front of him. He takes me by the shoulders. “Yes. Yes, I do, Kimber. I’ve tried raising you to be a leader, but I think your close relationship with Coral has given you the positive attitude that makes you strong and grateful for what we do have down here.”

      I nod. “She could’ve left us on a planet somewhere like she was supposed to. But she didn’t. She takes care of us the best she can down here, even though we can’t give anything in return.”

      Mika pulls me to him and gives me a warm hug. I hug him back. “Yes, she could’ve. And as you will soon see, she should’ve.” He lets go of me and turns to start walking again.

      I hurry to catch up. “What do you mean?”

      “It’ll be easier to explain if I show you, Kimber.”

      I growl under my breath. Although raised by the most patient man down here, I am one of the most impatient Obscures there are. I grit my teeth as I fast-walk after him.

      At the back of the room is a wall of computers. Floor to ceiling, they’re amazing and all focused on some different part of the galaxy. One even shows Earth, our destination. I stand in the middle of them, looking side to side. I’ve only seen the outside of the ship from small comm stations. These are massive screens. I squint and walk closer. The detail is amazing. Better than I’ve ever seen, even on the terminals the Normals have above.

      “These are new and incredibly detailed. How did we get new materials? And why?” I blush because knowing these are new and not just from up above shows Mika exactly how much time I’ve spent spying on the Normals.

      “Remember a few months back when we stopped the genetic trials?” Mika comes to stand next to me, his shoulders slumped. He doesn’t even acknowledge my questions or blush of guilt.

      I rub my fingers over the scars where countless needles have been shoved into my skin. “Yes, I was happy cause it gave our arms time to heal for a while.”

      “Well, we didn’t stop so that you could heal.” He looks down at me through thick glasses, his eyes sagging, his expression one I’ve never seen before. The loss of hope. There’s not the usual glint of hope and wonder and discovery in his face. I study him carefully. No matter how tired he’s been, there’s always been that spark.

      When did it leave? And how did I not notice?

      I can’t say anything. I don’t trust my voice. I just stand there, staring between him and the massive view screens. The silence in the giant room is oppressive. My body twitches as I resist the urge to run. Because whatever Mika’s going to show me is the reason for his lost hope. And for all the secrecy over the past few months.

      He takes a deep breath and turns away from me and back to the screens.

      “You know about the Krad?”

      A sharp pain stabs through my chest. “Of course. The Tekus’ enemy.” I furrow my brow. “Are we under attack?” I look at all the screens, but I don’t see any other ships.

      “No, not now. But a few months back, one wandered into Coral’s path.”

      “What? And I’m just hearing about this now?”

      “Coral didn’t fight, Kimber. She didn’t want to give any of us up.”

      “You mean she didn’t want to give up any of her Normals. The Krad wouldn’t have wanted us Obscures,” I say bitterly. The Krad are the same species as the Teku, they just have different codes and ethics. They’re basically slave ships. They don’t keep them; they kill the Obscure because they’re useless to them.

      I shiver.

      “No, they wouldn’t. She didn’t want to give up any of us or put any of us in danger, so she altered course.”

      My mouth hangs open. “We’re not heading for Earth?”

      Mika shakes his head.

      I wave my hand at the giant view screens. “Then what is all this? We weren’t injured by the Krad, so what’s changed?”

      “We’re not going to make it to Earth now. Coral can’t.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “So, we don’t get a few more humans.”

      He sighs. “The Normals above are too weak to keep powering Coral. We needed that stop at Earth.”

      Too weak? “So, what are we going to do?” I feel like I’m missing something important. My brain is in a loop and I can’t figure it out.

      “We stopped the genetics project for a while so we could build all this. We scoured the path between where we were and Earth. We ran diagnostics on Coral that we haven’t done in decades.”

      “Diagnostics?” my voice squeaks out.

      “We’re not going to make it back to Earth, Kimber. Ever. Coral is too old and too large with her centuries of new growth. The detour she was forced to take used up what reserves she had left after giving her donation to her elders on Arkadia.”

      “And when she runs out of energy?” I sit heavily on one of the shiny chairs bolted in rows across the room. The trip to Arkadia was generations before I was born, but we mark time by our trips between Earth and Arkadia. I squeeze my hands into the armrest. It’s surprisingly padded. I look down at one hand in the white gel. It’s made of the same stuff as Coral’s new growth.

      I look up at Mika. “She gave her new growth to build all this? When she was already low on energy?”

      He takes off his glasses and wipes away a tear. I can’t even remember when I ever saw Mika cry. He sits next to me. “We’ve found a suitable planet for us to live on, we researched everything we would need to survive there.”

      I turn in the chair to look at Mika. “That’s great, right?” I search his distressed face. “You’re our leader down here. Why, after all you’ve told me, is there no hope left in you?”

      Mika waves a hand and two of the screens change. They show trees, flowers, a lush valley. “Because Coral doesn’t think we can make it on our own without her. Especially not the Normals. But she doesn’t even think we could survive. We’ve gotten used to the small amount of food freely given to us. Our tools and knowledge have been handed down from generation to generation. Even we’re dependent on her.”

      I grab his arm. “What does all that mean, Mika? I don’t understand.”

      He’s crying now and can’t answer.

      “Coral’s dying?” I ask in a whisper. My heart races and instead of wanting to run, my body just wants to sink back into the comfortable seat and stay there.

      He nods.

      Hot tears pool in the corners of my eyes. I dig my fingers into the soft chair even farther.

      “Are we heading toward that planet? Or Earth?”

      He points to the planet.

      “That’s good, then. Right? It doesn’t matter what she thinks, we can survive down there. We’ve survived under the barest of conditions for centuries.” I look between him and the beautiful planet.

      He shakes his head. “Even after all our research and preparation for a planet landing,” he waves his hand over the large room full of seats, “she still doesn’t think we can survive. And she didn’t tell us when she allowed us all this new material that it used up even more of her energy. Too much.”

      A cold chill goes up my spine. “What do you mean by ‘too much’?”

      Mika turns away from me. “Even if we were able to convince her that we could survive on the planet — we really did try to persuade her because other Teku ships leave their Obscures on empty planets and they survive — she doesn’t have enough energy to slow down.”

      I stare at the screens. The phrase “the vastness of space” doesn’t even do it justice. There really is everything and nothing out there. So many stars, but none I can reach out and touch.

      A slow, painful twist starts in my belly and works its way upward. I turn toward Mika and force him to look at me. “Wait. What does it mean that she doesn’t have enough energy to slow down?”

      Mika waves his hand again and another screen changes. It shows a bright red dot and some lines leading to a smaller dot. “We’ve worked out every trajectory possible. We’ll get to the planet, but she’s going to just crash herself into it.”

      My mouth hangs open.

      I stare at the screen. The lines. The dots getting closer to one another. “How long do we have?”

      “About eight hours.”

      “What?” I punch him in the shoulder. I’ve never hit anyone, and it surprises him as much as it does me. “When were you going to tell me? And everyone else on the ship?”

      “There’s no use scaring everyone, now. Our emergency plan won’t work if she just crashes.”

      Anger rises up in me, and I feel like I might puke. “So, you’re just giving up? Accept that we’re all going to die?”

      He shrugs, staring at the pictures of the vegetation on the planet that seems so close now. “There’s no other choice, Kimber. We’ve been working on it for months.”

      “You guys are geneticists, not mechanics, astrophysicists, or a Teku. You don’t know everything there is to know about Coral,” I yell as I stand and start backing out of the room. “All you know is what’s in the databases. There’s got to be another way.”

      “Kimber, wait. I know you’re close to Coral, but we’ve seriously tried pleading with her. Even though she’s gone through extreme lengths to protect those of us who are Obscure, and then protected us all from the Krad, she still only has so much power left. The Normals up above aren’t enough for her growing body.”

      I look up and there in the top corner are numbers counting down. I point to them. “That’s how much time we have left?”

      He nods. “Yes, that’s what we’ve calculated as the actual crash time.”

      As I keep backing away from Mika, he looks so small, so pale, and so crushed. “I’ll find a way, Mika. You’ve always taught me never to give up. Don’t give up now. You just make sure you get everyone down here when the time comes.” I turn and run out of the room without waiting for a reaction.
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        * * *

      

      The corridors are packed with shift workers. I look down at my wrist, and sure enough, shining through my skin shows the end of shift time. I missed the whole day. The urgency of why hurries me on, pushing through the workers laden with the tools of whatever trade they’ve been assigned for life, and they’re sweaty with a hard day’s work. I wrinkle my nose.

      “Kimber!” I hear Amalia’s voice through the dense crowd.

      I tap the implant in my ear. “I’m sorry, Amalia. I’ve got to go do something. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “But you missed the whole day, K. What’s wrong?” Amalia and I have been friends since nursery. I’m known for being late for work but have never missed a whole day. Even that one day when I had a horrible reaction to one of the test meds Mika had given me years ago. I was a miserable mess and my skin looked slimy like a giant squid’s. But I still made it to work.

      I sigh. “I hope I can explain later. Just go find Mika. Now. Corridor L.” I tap my implant so I can’t get any more messages.

      As the crowd thins, it’s easier to make better time down the corridors. I run as fast as I can toward Coral.

      The room is still dark. And cold. I rub my arms as I walk deeper into the heart of the ship.

      “Coral? I know you’re still mad at me from this morning.”

      The dimness seems to throb slightly.

      “But I need you, Coral. I need to talk to you. Mika told me about the Krad and that now you’re…” I can’t bring myself to say it.

      I find the wall deep into the recess and put my forehead on the soft surface. It warms slightly at my touch. I smile. “Please, Coral. You’ve protected us all these years. You’ve seen generations of Normals and Obscures. This can’t be the end. I know there has to be another way.”

      “I’m very old, Kimber,” comes the whispered voice surrounding me.

      I look up. I place my hands on the walls, feeling a faint pulse throughout. “I know, Coral. But you don’t want your life to end like this? Suicide?”

      “It is how the Teku do it, my child.”

      I bite my lip and close my eyes. “But when they do it, they’re usually empty, unable to sustain any more life forms. You aren’t empty, Coral.”

      “I know,” she answers, barely audible.

      “You can’t just allow all of us die. I know that’s not what you want,” I say back angrily.

      I open my eyes as light surrounds me. In front of me, a door-like shape has opened. My form is reflected back to me endlessly until I’m just a tiny speck in the distance. I step back, but so does the mirror image of me, still projected as I move.

      “What is this, Coral?”

      “Step through, Kimber.”

      As far as I’ve ever known, there is nothing beyond this room. This has always been calculated as the very middle of the ship. It’s surrounded by areas that are easily accessible. We’ve mapped out Coral over the years, carefully calculating her growth.

      I put my hands out and where the wall was, there’s nothing. I step into my mirrored projection.

      And find another me. I keep going through the projections until finally, I stop. “Coral, just talk to me! I don’t have time for these games.”

      “Just a bit farther, Kimber.”

      Coral’s voice even sounds weaker. I think back to the ticking clock in the large room and I keep walking, my heart racing with it.

      “Why do you think you can survive without me?” Her questions catch me by surprise, and I trip myself.

      I catch my balance and keep walking. “Because you’ve taught us to be tough, to ration our food and water, and to make everything by hand.”

      “What about the Normals? They can’t do all that.”

      Is that guilt in her tone?

      “True. But we can teach them.” The air around me heats up.

      “They’ve been given everything all these centuries. And those of you who can’t give me life have had much less. Why save them, Kimber?”

      I stop. Not only because the heat is getting intense, but because it’s a good question.

      Why am I so determined to save them, too? We’d have a better chance of survival without them. Is it because of seeing my bio-mom?

      I picture her face, so like mine. The way she played with her hair like I do. I shake my head to clear the image.

      “Yes, Coral, they have had everything we haven’t all this time. But we’ve had something they’ve never had. We’ve had freedom.”

      “Freedom? You were taken from your mother at birth and sent below all the luxury to live in squalor. How is that freedom?”

      I turn in a circle, smiling. “I have freedom because I haven’t been forced to give any of my essence like they have. And living below, we’ve been shielded from the radiation that now affects them.”

      “But you’re subjected to tests from your Mika and those like him every morning. How is that different than what the Normals give me?”

      “We choose to give to them in order to find a cure. Not everyone is subjected to the tests like I am. I choose to help my fellow humans because I believe in what Mika is doing. The Normals up above aren’t given a choice. You take from them every morning because that’s what your species does. And in return, they’re given life and every kind of luxury they desire. I’d rather have my freedom and choice over my body than their luxuries and loss of self.”

      The heat flares and the visuals of me suddenly disappear. I find myself sweating in a small room surrounded by Coral’s soft walls, except these are red, not the pulsing pink of what we thought was her core.

      “Where am I, Coral?”

      “My heart, Kimber.”

      My eyes widen as I see just inside one of the walls is a pulsing miniature Coral. The same shape as her spiky-oval outside.

      “Do you have an idea to save the others, Kimber?” The heart pulses. I watch as the pulsing slows slightly.

      I look all around me. “Am I trapped here?”

      “No, but you’re safe here.”

      I narrow my eyes at the heart. “How much time do we have left?”

      “Two hours and twenty-three minutes.”

      “Can you give me a visual of the outside?” I point to one of the adjacent walls. I didn’t think I had been here talking to Coral for that long. My heart thuds in my chest.

      In response, a small screen appears next to me showing just how close we are to the planet.

      I gasp. We’re almost inside its atmosphere.

      “Coral, look. If you alter your course slightly this way, you can make one more loop around the planet to slow yourself down.”

      “Your scientists already calculated that. It won’t work. I’m going too fast.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, tasting the tangy liquid. “Then request another donation from the Normals. Now. You need to slow down, so we all have a chance.”

      “But the Normals don’t have the seats that Mika built. And if I take from them, they’ll be even weaker.”

      I look down at my shoes. “Tell them, Coral. Get on their ship-wide speaker and let them all know to head to the donation center immediately.”

      The room pulses with heat in the silence.

      “I don’t understand. I thought you wanted to save them, Kimber.”

      I grip my hands into fists. “I do. The donation center is in the lowest level they can go. It’s the safest place for them. Start processing them now, and when you have enough energy to slow down, order them into the quiet spaces to protect themselves.” I picture myself watching from one of those cubbies. They’re padded and small enough that they should help save most of the Normals.

      My heart races, and I feel like it’s going to beat right out of my chest as I wait for Coral to make a decision. If she doesn’t agree, I’ll need to think of something else. I look over at her heart, sunken into the red goo.

      I shiver in the oppressive heat. I’m just steps away from the heart of an ancient Teku. I could threaten her…

      My stomach tightens painfully. Could I do that to save the other life forms aboard?

      “All right, I’ll try. Your idea seems sound, Kimber, if not one hundred percent effective. We will lose some in the crash.”

      Bile rises from my throat. I’m relieved she’s agreed, but she’s right. Up above, there’s no way to keep all of the humans and other life forms safe with just the cubbies. We will suffer some losses.

      I swallow and tap my implant back on. I ignore the flood of messages waiting for me and open the direct channel to Mika.

      “Mika?”

      “Kimber! Where are you?”

      “I’m in her heart, Mika. Her heart is right in front of me. She’s agreed to my plan.”

      “Heart? Plan? What’s going on, Kimber?”

      “Just start the evacuation to your safe rooms, Mika. Now. Then I’ll explain.”

      A slight hesitation, then, “All right.”

      I listen as he gives the order for everyone below to head toward Corridor L and strap in. He gives a clipped explanation of what’s happening, then comes back to my channel.

      “All right. Now, talk, Kimber.”

      I explain to him what Coral and I agreed to. I go sit in front of Coral’s heart and slide down the warm wall and pull my knees up to my chest.

      “What about you, Kimber? You don’t have time to make it back here.” Mika’s tone breaks my heart.

      “I know. I think I’ll be safe here. I’m right next to her heart, and she’s programmed to protect it at all costs. I love you, Mika.”

      “I love you, too, Kimber.” Mika’s crying again.

      I swallow. “It’s all right, Mika. I’ll see you down on the planet. Tell me the countdown.” I close my eyes and brace for the impact, wishing I was in his arms right now.

      “Twenty seconds, nineteen…”

      I listen to Mika’s voice until Coral’s gigantic body skids into the lush valley. As I’m tossed around, I feel the gel walls tighten and harden around me. The noise is deafening, much louder than I had imagined. I tighten my arms around myself and hang on as I wait for Coral’s gigantic body to come to a stop.

      A final lurch and then, there is nothing but silence.

      I open my eyes and find myself in darkness, except for the small red pulsing heart behind me. I reach through the goo and grasp it to my chest gently. I don’t know if Mika can save this part of Coral, but I can’t leave it behind.

      I trace my path out of the heart of the now-dead Teku to find the others, sadness chilling me to the bone. My feet automatically take me toward Mika. As I step over debris in the corridors, I wonder how many others survived the crash, and how we’ll survive our future. I know the new freedom that I just gained for us has come at a great cost. My stomach lurches as I think of my bio-mom up above. But as I stumble toward my new life, crying, carrying the heart of the Teku that was my real mother, I can’t help but smile for our future.
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      Layne knew the Teku would eventually call his number, but he never imagined he’d be leaving alone.

      His communicator squawked, informing him that it was time to move to C-Deck. The scratchy, robotic voice told him to take nothing, and to proceed immediately.

      The residents living on the Teku ship Sona knew what that meant.

      As he slid shut the scuffed, steel door to his living quarters, Layne muted the navigation bot dictating directions through the communicator clipped to his ear. He worked as a maintenance engineer on Sona for years—he was as familiar with every crack in her hull as he was with the thin veins crawling across the back of his hands.

      Layne ran his fingers through a long, black beard, his green eyes darting back and forth from beneath shaggy bangs. The scar under his right eye twitched as he thought about what would happen on C-Deck today, the one Sona’s passengers called Cleansing Day.

      Several others passed Layne as he stood in the tubular hallway outside of his room. They all focused on the tops of their gravity boots, shuffling along without speaking.

      How long had it been since the Teku had taken their colony captive? Five years? Ten years? Time on the ship smeared like a far-flung nebula, burning out and burning cold. Their alien overlords promised not to break apart families, but worry always consumed Alisha. She didn’t believe that the Teku commanders would keep their word, that their family would be split up once the Sona jettisoned the pods.

      He remembered debating the biobatts with his wife. Alisha thought hers would deplete first, but Layne insisted that his would, given that he had more biomass than her. In the end, it didn’t matter. Layne was leaving Sona today. Alone.

      “C’mon, sir. Proceed to C-Deck.”

      He looked up to see who had spoken. A woman. But not just any woman. Layne would never forget her eyes, the ones that apologized to him when both Alisha and their baby died in childbirth. In this doctor’s medic tube.

      Layne didn’t think she recognized him. She delivered all of the pregnancies on Sona, and many ended in tragedy, thanks to the radiation pummeling the ship during deep space travel. His wife and child weren’t the first to die during childbirth, but this doctor should have remembered him. She had to know who he was.

      “I know the way,” he said, but the doctor had already turned the corner, and another group of tagged residents made their way toward C-Deck.

      Alisha wouldn’t have wanted him to give up, to accept a death sentence from the random and routine banishment enforced by the Teku. But he found it difficult to care about much since her passing.

      A man and a woman stood in front of Layne as he approached the elevator. Neither had punched the button, so he pushed between them, slapping the cold aluminum button with the meat of his right fist, grunting as if the movement caused him pain. Neither said a word to Layne and he didn’t look at them again.

      After what felt like hours, the elevator arrived. The steel doors slid open soundlessly, and a puff of oxygen filled the cabin—the Teku believed the pure element would help calm the frantic humans as they marched to their own galactic ostracism. It seemed to work. The man looked up and smiled briefly at Layne.

      The door shut and the car descended so quickly that Layne’s stomach flipped. And then, empty of food for at least the past 16 hours, it grumbled. When the elevator stopped at C-Deck, the doors opened, and he followed the man and woman into a narrow hallway with no doors. Tubes and cables ran the length of the hallway, connecting to an apparatus that resembled the steel skeleton of a long-forgotten mutant race.

      “Please stand by for full-body scan,” the machine said through his communicator.

      The robot’s arms wrapped around Layne, blue lights in its fingers, scanning his entire body. After several moments, a green light flashed on the machine’s monitor, alerting the Teku guard that Layne had passed the scan. He didn’t understand why the Teku would care what they had with them once they jettisoned from Sona. But rules were rules and the Teku followed theirs as blindly as humans had done in their past.

      “No forbidden objects detected,” the robot said, this time through the small speaker mounted in its side. “Please walk to pod number nine.”

      The door behind the robot scanner opened. Layne stepped around the machine and through the doorway.

      Transport pods lined each side of the room, reaching thirty or forty feet into the deepening darkness at the other end of the pod bay. Several humans sat inside, staring through the port view on the main hatch and waiting for the ejection phase.

      He counted seven, eight, and then turned right to face an open pod with a number 9 hastily painted above the bay. Layne took a step to the side, listening as others walked past his pod to their own.

      The Teku claimed to be seeding the universe with human settlements. They told those aboard Sona that the ship periodically reached maximum capacity, which then triggered a Cleansing Day.

      “A New Beginning,” was how the Teku talked about those shot from Sona to the unforgiving surface of some barren planet. The phrase was only half-true.

      The suit waited for him as he turned around and lowered his body into the pod. Layne heard a whir and then a click as the suit activated, slithering over his body according to the custom dimensions from his last scan. Layne thought the suit was silly—a way for the Teku to absolve themselves of the guilt. Sure, they would eject people like space trash, but they also gave them a form-fitting bio-suit that could serve as a burial shroud.

      Layne didn’t know the odds, didn’t know how many people survived Cleansing Day. He didn’t care.

      The Teku promised a suit with enough oxygen to make it to the hive, and some did. But others told him stories of previous ejections on Cleansing Day, ones when no communicators pinged a reply from the planet’s surface.

      He sat back as the hatch slid into place, the seals creating a bubble of safe air that would be enough to get him to the surface before his suit started supplying oxygen. Layne now stared out through his viewport at the others marching to their pods, just as those in the other pods had done.

      The couple from the elevator walked by, the woman crying as she let go of her husband’s hand and climbed into her own pod.

      At least they know the odds, he thought as he closed his eyes. They understand the risks, and that many people die on Cleansing Day.

      He thought of Alisha, with her long, dark hair pulled back, and her face sweaty as she pushed through the contractions. She hadn’t received a pod. Neither had their son. His family’s odds had been zero on that day, which was what he felt like inside. Layne recalled the blood pooling beneath his wife’s delivery table, the lifeless newborn in the midwife bot’s arms.

      His eyes shot open, and he gasped.

      “Heart rate—rapid increase. Calming sequence initiated.”

      “I’m fine,” Layne said aloud to the AI voice in his communicator. “What’s it matter, anyway? In a few minutes, we won’t be your problem anymore.”

      “Launch sequence initiated,” came the reply, the AI no longer concerned about Layne’s heart rate. “Recline and strap in.”

      Do I have a choice?

      The safety restraints came over his shoulders and snaked around his waist, securing him to the pod’s seat. The blinking lights inside the craft dimmed as the nav system booted on a glowing display at eye level, which now obstructed his line of sight through the viewport. Of course, it did. The Teku avoided last-minute human freak-outs by not letting them see what was about to happen.

      “Coordinates identified.” A new AI voice came through the communicator, most likely version 1.6 of the MOMA Protocol. “Godspeed, sir.”

      Layne chuckled, remembering the clunky language of that version before they patched it with a more human-like cadence. “Thanks a lot, asshole.”

      “Finalizing launch sequence.”

      He swallowed, his hands sweating, and his legs shaking as the timer counted down toward zero. When the counter hit 1, Layne closed his eyes and clenched his mouth shut as the pod ejected from the bay with so much force that Layne believed the safety restraints would cut him in half.

      He gasped as the g-force pushed his heart into his stomach. Layne opened his eyes, but darkness collapsed his vision as if he was staring down a darkened tunnel with a dim light at the end. The pod spun end over end. He watched the alternating void of space and the bright orange aura of Planet CC-2017 as he rolled, torpedoing toward the bare surface.

      The g-force on his body lessened as the pod’s rotation slowed. He raised his head and looked out through the side viewport which was blocked back in the bay.

      Space lorded over him, a black velvet sea of eternity. A few renegade stars blinked in the distance. And then the nose of the pod turned and angled toward the planet’s surface as gravity pulled him toward the amber oceans of sand below.

      Layne reached out and put his gloved hand on the pod’s inner wall, feeling the heat from atmospheric entry threatening to melt the thin metal—the only thing separating him from instant annihilation.

      After years spent on Sona and traversing endless galaxies, Layne couldn’t have prepared for a voyage like this. The adrenaline surged through his system, and his mouth turned up at the corners. A slight chuckle fell from his lips as he thought about how much Alisha would have enjoyed the free fall.

      He turned from the viewport to the monitor, checking his elevation and estimated landing coordinates.

      A black screen stared back.

      “What the hell?”

      And then the pod’s engine shut down.

      Layne blinked. “Navigation, on.”

      Nothing.

      “Navigation, on!” he screamed.

      Still nothing.

      Layne tapped on the monitor. Grinding his teeth, he slammed his fist against the black screen.

      “Come on, you son of a bitch. Work!”

      Gravity never malfunctioned. It worked the same in every corner of the universe. The pod’s navigation system failed, but the planet’s gravitational pull would guide it to the surface, although not at the speed or with the destination coordinates the Teku programmed for pod number nine.

      Layne’s gloved hand shook as he reached for the emergency inflation device. He knew about the early space travelers and how they would use inflated plastic to lessen the landing impact on a planet without much gravity. Whether the Teku had stolen that technology or invented their own didn’t matter—it was the only fail-safe built into the pods.

      As the pod sliced through the upper levels of the atmosphere, the air currents knocked it around like a leaf in a hurricane.

      Layne gripped the armrests and closed his eyes as the surface rushed up to greet him. As an engineer, he knew how fast the pod was traveling and what would happen if the emergency inflation device failed—in a split second, his body would be vaporized. But at least Layne would be reunited with Alisha and their stillborn son.

      The pod flipped, and something came loose and struck Layne’s helmet, ringing it like a bell. His eyes fluttered and he heard the ungodly sound of air tearing at the pod’s thin skin.

      He moaned and felt the bile rise in his throat as smoke began to fill the pod.

      I’m coming home to you, love.

      Layne closed his eyes, and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke filled the space, and Layne awoke to the sensation of heat coming from beneath his seat.

      Where am I? What is going on?

      He blinked and held up a hand, rotating it around. Display lights flickered, and a low hum pulsed in his communicator.

      “I’m alive,” he said to convince himself.

      Manually unbuckling the restraints, Layne leaned forward to look at the pod’s monitor. His head began to ache, and he felt a sharp stab in his side as he took a deep breath. Otherwise, Layne survived the crash landing unscathed—a miracle he didn’t appreciate. He could have been with Alisha. He should be with her now.

      He tapped the screen several times, but whatever caused the malfunction during the descent was still preventing the system from booting. Layne rattled off as many AI commands as he could remember, but did not receive an answer. The dead communicator sat on his ear like a pesky fly.

      After ensuring the landing hadn’t punctured his suit, Layne whacked the manual release on the hatch. He swung his legs over the side of the smoking pod and planted his boots on the ground. Alisha would have loved this. They had dreamed of visiting a planet someday, though both of them living their entire lives aboard Sona.

      He walked around the pod, realizing the aliens running the ship kept the gravity force about the same as most habitable planets in the Belltwin System. Layne heard the crunch of the rocky, orange soil beneath his feet, along with the whistling of wind that blew smoke from the pod off into the distance. Even through the air filtration unit in his suit, he could taste the foreign grains of sand in his mouth.

      Spinning around in a complete circle, Layne looked to the horizon in every direction. He saw nothing but one massive boulder about 4 bitclicks to the south.

      “Great. Just great.”

      He checked the transponder on his wrist. The Teku had placed a holographic pin on the hive’s coordinates. The pod was supposed to land him within 10 bitclicks of the place. He should’ve been able to identify it from his landing site.

      He didn’t.

      To the north, the land swelled up to a ridge. Layne jogged toward the ridge’s summit, his right side burning with every breath. He would need to visit the medic at the hive to get his ribs wrapped.

      Layne stood on the top of the ridge, peering down into the valley below. He saw nothing but the desolate land—more sand, dirt, and rocks.

      Dropping down to his knees, Layne glanced again at his wrist transponder. Then he fired another batch of commands at the AI.

      Silence.

      “Think, Layne.”

      No food. No water. No way of knowing where he was or how far the hive was from his current location.

      What else do I need but don’t have?

      Layne shook his head.

      “Oxygen.”

      The planet’s atmosphere didn’t support life, which didn’t matter if you were inside of the hive. Not only was he outside of it, but he didn’t know where his pod landed. Layne might be 15 bitclicks away, or 15 teraclicks away. Regardless of the distance to traverse, each suit on Sona was equipped with two tanks—about three hours’ worth of oxygen. In theory, that would be enough to cover the humans from the pod landing site to the hive. In reality, he already burned at least 20 minutes of his supply.

      Layne spun around several times as he scanned the landscape. His heart rate accelerated, and he took a few deep breaths.

      Calm down. If you lose your shit, you’re going to run out of oxygen even faster, and you’re never going to make it to the hive.

      “Hello!”

      At first, Layne thought the voice came from inside of his head, but it came from his communicator—the AI voice replaced by a human one, a strange juxtaposition on the lifeless surface of CC-2017.

      “Can you hear me through your communicator?”

      He turned around in time to see a woman walking toward him, wearing a Sona pod suit and waving both arms.

      “Yes, I think so.” Layne blinked and shook his head, hoping the crash landing hadn’t scrambled his brains.

      “I need your help.”

      Something about her voice startled him. He stopped, waiting for her to approach through the worsening dust storm. She stepped through the dirty cloud like a ghost.

      “Are you injured?”

      Layne swiped a gloved hand across his face shield and blinked a few times to focus his vision. It couldn’t be.

      “It’s you,” he said as she stopped a few feet away. “You ruined my life.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re responsible for the death of my wife and son.”

      The woman stared at Layne as his eyes filled with tears.

      “Sir, I don’t know you. I was on—”

      “Shut up. If I’m going to die on this godforsaken planet, the last thing I want is your voice in my communicator. Leave me alone.”

      Layne turned his back on her, but he heard his communicator crackle, which preceded the sound passing through the suit’s external mic and into his listening device.

      “I’m Dr. Riley Price. I’m the—”

      “I know who you are. My wife and my son died in your hands.”

      “Oh my God...”

      Layne spun around to see Price about five feet away, both of her gloved hands held up in front of her face shield.

      “I’m so sorry. Your wife, her name was—”

      “Alisha. Her name was Alisha.”

      “You must understand. Every childbirth is a risky procedure. Sometimes things are beyond our control.”

      “Oh, yes, Doctor,” Layne almost spat sarcasm on the inside of his face shield. “Like the Teku. They don’t care about us, and you do their bidding. I’m sure my son was just another human unit to you and them, but he was my son. He’s gone and so is my beautiful wife.”

      Dr. Price shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “It’s not like that. I took the Hippocratic Oath. I value every human life, from every deck of Sona.”

      Layne waved a hand at her. “I don’t care. We’ve both crash-landed hundreds or thousands of bitclicks from the hive. Please leave me alone and let me die in peace.”

      “Please, wait.”

      He turned his back to Price and stomped off toward what he perceived was the western horizon. A few more bitclicks and his communicator would be out of range of hers.

      “I have a child with me.”

      Layne stopped. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, staring at the ragged, orange horizon. “What?”

      “Not mine, but a child of Sona. I’ve been treating her for a rare blood disorder. The Teku sent me here with her. The girl’s number came up, and so, I volunteered to go with her on Cleansing Day. If I can get to the diagnostic computers at the hive, I might be able to cure her.”

      He turned and noticed that Price had walked closer but still kept a bitclick between them.

      “Not my problem.”

      “She’s a child.” The doctor shook her head inside the helmet. “She needs your help.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got a few hours of oxygen and broken transponders. None of this will matter soon.”

      Price shook her head. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we don’t have a clue where we are. How do you expect to find the hive?”

      She held up her arm and pulled down the cuff of the suit to expose her transponder, which was lit and flashing. “Mine works.”

      He sighed, and the pain in his ribs reminded him of life. It was brutal and painful, but we all held onto it for as long as we could.

      “How far?”

      “Forty, maybe fifty bitclicks from here.”

      Layne did the math in his head. If they started walking right now, they just might make it before using up the rest of the oxygen.

      “Forget about me.” Price was now an arm’s length from Layne. “Help the girl. Help us to the hive, and then, we’ll take things from there.”

      He stood up straight despite the pain in his ribs. “Take me to the girl.”
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        * * *

      

      They trudged a few bitclicks across the sandy terrain to where Dr. Price’s pod rested in a heaping pile of metal. Layne noted the number of her pod—49-2—one of the few designed to carry multiple humans.

      As they approached and Price led him around the side of the pod, Layne saw the girl for the first time. She sat on the ground, her knees awkwardly up to her chin in a suit that appeared to be two sizes too large.

      He walked to the girl before squatting down in front of her.

      “What’s your name, sweetie?”

      The girl didn’t answer.

      “She’s still in shock, and we’re wasting time.”

      “If you want my help, shut up.” Layne looked over his shoulder at Price, who nodded, her top teeth biting into her bottom lip.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Tanya.”

      “Hi, Tanya. I’m Layne. I’m here to make sure you arrive at the hive, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Seven.”

      “That’s exactly what I was going to guess.”

      The girl smiled, which brought one to Layne’s face.

      “Now, listen,” Layne said. “I know that the crash was scary. I had one, too. It wasn’t any fun. But we’re going to get to the hive, all right?”

      The girl nodded.

      “Can you walk?”

      “I think so.”

      Layne stood and then offered his hand to the girl. She took it, and he pulled her up to her feet. Tanya wobbled on her boots but then seemed to stabilize on the sand, a sensation not experienced on the stainless steel floors of Sona.

      He turned to Price. “Which way?”

      “West,” Price answered, but she didn’t tell Layne the coordinates or offer him her transponder.

      Layne took Tanya by the hand. “Then let’s go.”

      He didn’t know how much oxygen Price or Tanya had left. And besides, Layne doubted the suit would be able to protect them from the brutal temperatures that would grip the planet’s surface once the sun set.

      “Are we almost there?” Tanya asked.

      “Yeah, hon. Almost.”

      He didn’t lie. They were almost somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      The wind whipped off the distant mesa bringing cyclonic columns of dust and dirt that pelted Layne’s face shield. He leaned forward to keep the gusts from getting underneath his body and blowing him over on to his back. CC-2017’s lonely, cold sun dropped closer to the horizon, and he could see ice crystals forming on the ends of his gloves.

      Tanya walked behind Layne, taking advantage of the laws of aerodynamics. Price stumbled along behind the girl, making sure she didn’t fall too far behind Layne.

      He estimated they walked for an hour, but given the rapidly deteriorating weather, it was difficult to know if they were making progress. Price didn’t give him updates from her transponder, and Layne didn’t want them. Finding out they’d only covered five or six bitclicks would be too demoralizing.

      “She needs a rest.”

      He rolled his eyes as the doctor’s comment came through his communicator. Layne shook his head.

      “Can’t. Temperature is dropping, and the Teku didn’t design our suits for it. If we don’t get to the hive before nightfall, we’ll freeze to death out here.”

      He winced, realizing that Tanya’s communicator was on their shared frequency. But their situation was dire, and lying to the girl or dumbing it down for her wouldn’t be fair. If Tanya was going to survive in this new world, she would need to understand life’s harsh realities. It would have been what he taught his own son.

      “Stop!”

      Price’s voice was broken glass coming through his communicator.

      Layne stopped and spun. “I said, I don’t think—”

      Tanya had dropped to her knees, her head down so that Layne saw his reflection in the top of her helmet—his face ashen, distorted.

      “Are you all right?” he asked Tanya.

      “Her condition causes her to tire easily. I’m afraid if we don’t let her rest that she might not be able to walk much farther.”

      Layne thought about the oxygen in his suit, and then about the same biosystems running in theirs. Price didn’t mention it, but she could read the same readouts as he could—not only were they running out of daylight, they were running out of oxygen as well.

      “I’ll carry her.” The increased exertion would tax his oxygen supply, but he’d rather risk his life trying than collapsing into the orange sands and letting this planet take it.

      “We still have another—”

      “Don’t tell me how far away we are.” Layne took a deep breath, wondering how many more of those he could spare. “I really don’t want to know.”

      Tanya stood and looked at him. She smiled, but she did so through bloodshot eyes and sunken cheeks.

      “Hop on, kid.”

      He turned around and squatted in front of Tanya, letting her wrap her arms around the tanks on his back. He hitched up, reaching back and putting his hands beneath the bottom of her suit to create a saddle.

      Tanya giggled through his communicator. “Giddyup!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One foot in front of the other. He kept walking, no longer thinking about the Teku or his life aboard Sona. Even memories of Alisha slid to the back of his mind as the physical demands increased on his body. Before, he believed he would see his wife and son again in the afterlife. But every painful step made that seem like an impossible dream.

      The sharp pain in his ribs had turned from a butter knife to a chain saw. His head throbbed, and he swore he could taste the sand in his mouth and feel it in his throat. At first, he barely noticed Tanya’s weight on his back. But bitclick after bitclick, she turned into a hunk of heavy metal.

      The sun dropped to within a few degrees of the horizon and his oxygen gauge fell into the red zone.

      “I think I can walk for a little bit.”

      “Okay.” He didn’t ask her twice, allowing the girl to slide off his back.

      “Do you need a moment?” Dr. Price asked.

      Layne shook his head. “We need to keep going.”

      They resumed the single-file march, a funerary procession of three.

      “Thank you for carrying her. We wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”

      Now he wanted to know how many bitclicks there were to go before reaching the hive. But he didn’t ask Price. He couldn’t force his mouth to form the words. Instead, he responded, “Just trying to save the kid.”

      Price nodded even though he couldn’t see her face. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “You’re right. I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Well, you’re going to hear some of it anyway, unless you have some way of ripping your communicator off your ear.”

      Layne considered it for a moment, but removing his helmet would mean certain death. He didn’t know what would kill him first—the cold, the lack of oxygen, or this woman’s lame-ass excuses.

      “I had to make a choice, Layne, and I chose to try and save your wife. I failed, and if you don’t think I’m haunted by what happened in that medic tube every day of my life, then...”

      He listened. Her tone shifted, not accusatory but sad, and Layne preferred her to be combative, so he wouldn’t have to think about how difficult of a decision that must have been for her. He said nothing, allowing her to continue as they trudged along.

      “You don’t have to forgive me. But I want you to know that I tried. I did the best I could. I swear to God.”

      “Look!”

      Layne turned to see Tanya pointing at three hazy shapes about a bitclick deep in the growing darkness. The winds died down as if suffocated by the dropping temperature.

      “What is it?” Layne asked.

      “Pods. Jettisoned,” Dr. Price answered.

      He felt the answer in her voice, which meant he had to ask. “How far are we from the hive?”

      “At least two hours, maybe more.”

      Layne didn’t need to do the math. He knew. If they combined tanks, two of them would have enough oxygen to make it there. But not three.

      “What’s it called?” he asked Price. “Every hive has a nickname.”

      “Temple of the Dogs.”

      “Why do they call it that?” Tanya asked.

      Layne also wanted to know, but Price could only guess.

      “I heard that the first settlers arrived with dogs, and the dogs had to be sacrificed to keep the humans alive.” Price sighed. “But that’s legend. You’ll have to ask the people living there when we arrive.”
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        * * *

      

      He smiled as he swore he saw Alisha sitting next to Tanya in the sand, and he noticed reflections of his son on the girl’s face—a family outing that would never be.

      “I have something for you both.”

      Price saw Layne’s hands go to the valves on both of his oxygen tanks. He turned them off, giving him about 15 minutes’ worth still circulating through his suit.

      “What are you doing?”

      It was Alisha’s voice he heard through his communicator, but Dr. Price stood before him, her eyes wide and mouth agape.

      “It still might not be enough oxygen, but it’ll at least give you both a shot of getting there. But don’t stop again. The cold will put you to sleep, and you’ll never wake up.”

      He held out the tanks to her, eyebrows raised. “Take them. No point in all three of us dying.”

      “But, Layne. I can’t leave you here.”

      “Get her to the hive, Price. And get yourself there, too. There are humans to save, and they’ll need qualified doctors to keep the colony alive. Doctors who try their best, even if they don’t always save the patient.”

      She grimaced and then a smile momentarily flashed on her face. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

      Layne stooped down and looked into the girl’s eyes. “The doc here is going to take you the rest of the way. She cares about you. She’ll get you to the hive and save your life. I just know it.”

      “But what will happen to you?”

      “I’m going to take a nap and then decide what to do.” At least he wasn’t lying to the kid.

      Price attached one tank to Tanya’s back and hooked the other on her belt. She stared at Layne, tears streaming down her face.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Be strong. Find the Temple of the Dogs.”

      He stood and watched as Price led the girl by the hand into the darkness. Layne sat down on a rock, dizzy and with dark circles crawling in from the edge of his vision.

      The sand turned into a lush, green field of tall grass, and Layne saw Alisha walking toward him, her dark hair braided, her skin glowing beneath a white sundress. By her side walked a boy of about five, smiling at him with Alisha’s bright eyes.

      Alisha reached out, extending her hand to Layne. “Come home to us.”

      “I’m on my way, love.”

      Layne sat back with a smile on his face as he closed his eyes.
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BY COURTNEY HARRELL

        

      

    

    
      Hard work aboard the spaceship Nirvana was always rewarded at this time of year. But while her shipmates longed for a ticket to Arcadia and the life of ease and excess it promised, Phoenix had her eye on one thing: a future as the ship’s next Commander.

      Phoenix gripped the socket and ratcheted down the last bolt, knowing just the right amount to tighten it. After all, she had been doing this job for half her life, which was saying a lot for a 15-year-old.

      She twisted the last two tiny wires together and a small electrical box illuminated, flipping from red to yellow and finally landing on green.

      She stepped back and wiped her brow, smearing black grease across her forehead. The hulking silver mass of metal formed a maneuverable exoskeleton. Its function was to help with the ongoing maintenance assigned by Commander Drea.

      This new machine could lift several tons of weight, telescope its metal arms and legs for out-of-reach mechanical issues and eventually, it would be programmed to finish repairs without supervision.

      It was necessary to finish the project before that evening’s annual Selection. With her crew of four others, Phoenix was already shorthanded. Dax, Lucas, Eila, and Grey had trained with her since they were kids. If one of them were chosen to go to Arcadia, their workload would be more than they could handle. But if her invention worked as expected, it would be an incredible asset for the increasing upkeep of this spaceship hunk of junk they called home.

      The Selection had been all they could talk about over the past week. Most of all, Lucas.

      Lucas sighed. “You know as much as I want to go to Arcadia, I really just want my mom to go. She’s been depressed since my dad was chosen last year. Sure, she gets messages from him, but I don’t know how long she can stand being over here.”

      Phoenix understood because her older brother, Ace, had dreamed of living in Arcadia as far back as she could remember. Everyone had.

      Phoenix primed the pump on her machine’s engine, drawing the biofuel she had made from the ship’s kitchen scraps. The engine roared to life. Four scrappy teens circled around to see if this machine was all she had envisioned.

      Phoenix tapped the LCD screen on the Communication Device, or CD for short, strapped to her left forearm just above the ship-approved Krad wristband. The CD had been one of her early gadgets that enabled them to remotely control various tools around the shop, beam images of things like the ship’s blueprints, and also gave them access to shut off electrical and water systems throughout the ship in case of emergency repairs. It also guaranteed private internal communication solely among her team of mechanics, so as not to interfere with any other department’s work.

      Her finger zigzagged across the screen and the machine’s engine whirred to life. She ran her fingertips in a swirl and the machine took two steps forward. After testing a few more commands, she was convinced the manual functions worked.

      The voice command option tended to have more opportunities for malfunction.

      “Walk forward,” she commanded.

      The robotic machine took three heavy steps and awaited further instructions.

      Phoenix’s team exchanged impressed looks.

      “Lift,” she commanded.

      The machine lifted its leg. Phoenix stepped up, crawled into the metal body, locked her boots in place and strapped herself in. Immediately, her hands found the joystick controls that were built into the steel arms so she could test her ability to move around.

      Grey, Dax, Eila and Lucas pressed Phoenix to show them everything this machine could do. One of the features Phoenix loved was the multi-purpose “hands.” With a push of a button, the machine’s hands rotated through an assortment of tools including rotating saws, a blowtorch, a hammer, screwdrivers, and every kind of socket and wrench imaginable, until finally returning to opposable clamps.

      “So?” Sweat trickled down her temples. Moving the contraption took effort, but she was proud of her work.

      “It’s okay, I guess,” said Grey with a shrug.

      “Yeah, we expected more from you,” Lucas joined in, though he could barely contain his smile.

      “Hey!” said Phoenix as she jumped down from the machine and checked him with her elbow.

      Eila beamed. “I think it’s amazing, like all the things you create.”

      “At least someone around here has good taste.” Phoenix put her arm around Eila’s neck. They had been best friends since they were five. Phoenix’s parents had gone away the same day as Eila’s. Phoenix, Ace, and Eila had taken care of Eila’s little sister Kylie and each other all these years.

      A loud sound exploded, and fizzy liquid rained onto Phoenix and Eila.

      Grey, Lucas, and Dax laughed.

      “We’re only joking.” Dax’s eyes lit up. “It’s incredible.” He poured a round of drinks from his latest batch.

      “So, what are you gonna call it?” Eila knew Phoenix loved naming her machines.

      Phoenix eyed her masterpiece. “I christen thee NEWT!” She dipped her finger into a tub of grease and smeared a streak down NEWT’s metal leg.

      Applause warmed Phoenix’s heart. Her creation wasn’t just a cool toy but an asset to promote her position on the ship.

      The Kradband glowed turquoise-blue and two beeps chimed before a holovid appeared.

      “Enough already,” Phoenix quieted her friends. “Commander Drea. What can I do for you?”

      “We have a mechanical issue,” she said. The Commander’s appearance never ceased to be pristine. Her blonde hair was always pulled tightly away from her face, her perfect skin glowed, her tight lips never cracked a smile. Phoenix had never met her in person, but she respected her authority and her unyielding commitment to keeping the ship in working order.

      Phoenix left her crew to their fun and found a private alcove.

      “I am at your disposal.”

      “There’s a leak in Sector 13 that needs to be fixed before the Selection.”

      Sector 13? No one she knew had ever been there. “Not a problem. I’ll send Grey. He’s our plumbing whiz.”

      “The problem is just inside the back entrance to Arcadia. Since you’re the only one I trust to follow the rules, I need you to go.”

      “I understand.”

      “I sent you an access code. I’m trusting you to keep top secret anything you encounter. For that, you will be rewarded. You may select two people to go to Arcadia.”

      Phoenix’s heart swelled. “Are you serious?”

      “Unless that doesn’t interest you?”

      “No. Of course it does.”

      “Then who will it be?”

      Phoenix eyed her friends. While she would happily send any of them, her answer came right away.

      “Lucas’ mom, Olivia, and… my brother, Ace.”

      “Done. Update me with your progress. I want you to know you’re on my radar as my future replacement.”

      “Yes. Of course, Commander. I’ll get right on it.”

      Phoenix kept her composure until the holovid disappeared. And then, her excitement soared. Her dedication to the ship was paying off. She was excited to send two people she cared about to Arcadia. And she glowed at the possibility of fulfilling her dream.

      While the others continued to enjoy Dax’s brew, Phoenix strapped on her tool belt, grabbed some spare piping, and hopped into NEWT’s exoskeleton.

      “Where you off to?” asked Lucas.

      “You want help?” Eila started to pick up tools, but Phoenix waved her off.

      “Nah. It’s a simple issue and will give me the opportunity to test NEWT.”

      As promised, the Commander sent the details and Phoenix directed NEWT down the long corridors of the ship. Traveling through the ship in a hunk of metal grabbed a lot of attention, but Phoenix didn’t have time to explain to these wide-eyed workers aboard the Nirvana.

      Most were fixated on the evening’s main event. Every major sector projected live holovid from Arcadia. Clusters of people hovered closely, entranced by the promise of joining the lucky ones to eat cake and lay by pools of water. Small children pointed at animals roaming a grassy field. Their hopes were full of anticipation that their wristbands would glow the rainbow assortment of colors that awarded passage to the private sector.

      NEWT carried Phoenix up several elevators until she arrived at the upper half of the ship where Arcadia flourished. Shivers of curiosity burst when only two large bay doors stood between her and the magical place. She had never been this close.

      Phoenix jumped down from NEWT and rested her hand on the doors, imagining what was just beyond. Her parents. How she missed them, even though she was happy for them.

      But she was here to do a job. Phoenix spoke into her Kradband. “Show mechanical issue.”

      A holographic map beamed from her wristband. According to the map’s blinking dot, the leak was just on the other side.

      Phoenix punched the code the Commander had given her into the keypad.

      The oversized doors roared to life and parted to reveal a small empty room with another keypad-locked door on the far side of the wall.

      Phoenix cautiously moved into the prohibited area, respecting her agreement with the Commander. The air smelled stale and sulfuric. Phoenix cringed.

      Little searching was needed to see that the leak had sprung from the ceiling. Brown thick liquid puddled on the floor and was the source of the smell.

      “Up,” she said, flicking on her headlamp. NEWT elongated its legs to raise Phoenix.

      Drop after drop fell from a pooled area in the ceiling panel.

      “Open panel.” Her commands were accepted by NEWT as it assessed the ceiling and flipped through tools before attempting to unlock the panel. But it hit the ceiling with a hammer instead of a socket.

      “No, no, no! Wrong tool.” Phoenix recognized that her machine needed some tweaking before it could run on its own. “Retrieve socket.”

      The socket tapped against the panel and with a bit of help from the joystick controller, she directed NEWT to unlatch the bolts.

      When the panel opened, a mass of brown, gelatinous goo plunged from the ceiling and splattered on NEWT and Phoenix.

      “Shit!” Phoenix yelled. A steady stream of liquid continued to spray. The disgusting thought crossed her mind that this must be the wastewater line flowing to the treatment station. Phoenix wiped her face, pulled down her safety goggles and raised NEWT up inside the ceiling opening. There was plenty of room in the space and it didn’t take long to find the broken pipe.

      Tapping her CD, she stopped the flow through the Sector 13 pipes.

      She unscrewed the broken pipe and grabbed a new one, only to find they didn’t match. Grey would have brought multiple sizes. That meant the broken pipe had to be reattached and temporarily secured with her infamous Sticky Tape. She had manufactured a tape that was so strong that it could temporarily block air from escaping the ship if there were ever a breach. She would come back later to clean up the room and replace the pipe, but she was confident the tape would hold. She released the line and everything flowed perfectly.

      Phoenix lowered herself to the floor and sent a message to the Commander explaining the issue and that she would need to finish the job after the Selection. A message popped up on her Krad wristband, extending access for another 24 hours.

      Phoenix turned to leave when slow, scratching sounds came from the closed door. She crept toward the door, wondering if maybe one of Arcadia’s animals had escaped. The scraping grew more rapid. Phoenix placed her ear against the door,  curious to imagine what was there.

      A whispering voice crept up to her ear. “Help.”

      Phoenix jumped back.

      “Hello?” She had to force out the words.

      The voice grew louder. “Help me. Please help.”

      Phoenix’s fingers shook as she punched in the first three numbers of her access code. But then stopped. If she unlocked the door, she would lose everything.

      The voice screamed. “Help me!”

      Something slammed against the door and then went completely silent.

      Phoenix’s skin crawled. She backed away as quietly as possible and got in the elevator, leaving her tools and NEWT behind.
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        * * *

      

      Laughter echoed down the corridors. Traditionally, on Selection Day, most people cut out early from their duties to celebrate. Even if they weren’t chosen, most people would be happy for their family or friends who journeyed into Arcadia.

      Phoenix felt shaken. Arriving outside her mechanic shop, she tried to call the Commander, but when she didn’t answer, Phoenix left a message about the voice she’d heard. Focused on pressing send, she smashed directly into Ace.

      “Ow! What the hell, sis?” he whined, rubbing his head. He sniffed the air and his eyes grew wide. “What’s that awful smell?”

      Eila handed Phoenix a cup of Dax’s mystery alcohol. She fanned the air. “What happened to you?”

      She fumbled with her words as it took everything to keep her agreement of confidentiality. “Um... just had to, you know, fix a leak. It wasn’t pretty.”

      Ace interrupted by raising his cup. “To whoever gets chosen tonight, you lucky SOB. While you’re eating cheeseburgers, french fries, and chocolate shakes, we’ll be choking on mush. But when we meet one day, we’ll have a good laugh at all of this.”

      “Cheers!” Dax and Grey held up their cups from across the room.

      Ace nudged Phoenix to drink.

      Lucas raised his cup but didn’t drink. Phoenix knew he would never be happy until his mother joined his father.

      “Hey, you never know what could happen,” she said with forced warmth.

      He nodded a half smile.

      Ace pounded Dax’s hooch, livening up the mechanic shop while Phoenix slinked to the shower to remove her coveralls and rinse off.

      A chiming toll rang throughout the ship alerting the citizens of the Nirvana that it was time for the Selection.

      Phoenix toweled off and put on fresh clothes.

      She walked with Ace and her crew to the Sector 4 area to await the Selection. “Did you hear from Mom and Dad today?”

      “Yep. Same message as usual…” Ace’s grin widened.

      Both repeated in unison. “Good morning, kids. We’re doing great over here. It’s beautiful and we can’t wait for you to join us!”

      “Don’t they ever think to send us our own messages?” Phoenix questioned.

      “They’re too busy,” Ace defended them.

      Phoenix frowned.

      “Buck up. If I get chosen, I’ll text you all day, every day.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Okay, I’ll at least respond to your messages right away. Elbow-swear.” Ace held his elbow in the air, waiting for her. “Come on.”

      She felt a twinge of a smile and tapped her elbow against his.

      When they arrived at Sector 4, Lucas’ mother joined them. Phoenix noticed each year that the crowd got smaller and smaller. She could only imagine that pretty soon there wouldn’t be enough hands to run the ship. But she trusted the Commander had a plan.

      The lights dimmed and orchestral music played. Projections illuminated the entire arena. The Commander’s voice spoke over the short video they watched every year that explained why Arcadia had been created and how the fortunate ones were chosen. Nervous energy buzzed through the crowd, all wondering if they would be chosen.

      When the video ended and the lights came up, a door slid open where the main video had played. Colorful rainbow sparkly lights lit up a tunnel walkway.

      People could barely contain their excitement.

      With the back entrance to Arcadia in Sector 13, Phoenix understood that once people were chosen, they would walk down the tunnel and ride elevators to the paradise at the top of the ship. They would have the best views of space up there.

      Life outside this familiar place was a mystery. Maybe one day she would experience more. And if she took the Commander’s place, she could direct the ship wherever she wanted.

      The Commander reminded everyone what happened next. “If your Kradband lights up, proceed through the tunnel and you will be taken to Arcadia.”

      Silence took over the area while the energy rose. Then gasps burst sporadically all around as blinking rainbow lights lit up wristbands notifying the people who were selected.

      When Olivia held up her blinking colored wristband, Lucas filled with joy. A few tears fell down his cheeks as he hugged his mom tight.

      Ace’s shoulders slumped over. “I guess there’s always next year.”

      Phoenix was confused. Had she done something wrong? But then he raised his hand and his band flashed a spectrum of colors.

      “Kidding! I’ve been picked! I’m going to Arcadia!” He lifted Phoenix off the floor. She let out a breath before laughing. Tears fell from her eyes.

      “Don’t be sad, Phe. You’ll get picked next year.” He messed up her hair.

      She shoved away his hand. “At least one more year I don’t have to see your ugly face.” They laughed through their tears. A twinge of pain pierced her chest. On one hand, she didn’t want him to leave. They had barely spent much time apart their whole lives, other than when they were working. But she knew this was what he wanted.

      Their parents had been chosen so long ago she barely remembered what they looked like. But she had always had her brother. Now it would just be her and her friends. But she loved her job and knew that the more she could do to take care of the ship, the safer her family.

      Two chimes rang out. Commander Drea’s large holovid appeared in front of the archway. “Say goodbye to your loved ones for now. For those of you left behind, work hard and you may be selected next year.”

      Ace hugged her one last time. “See you soon, sis.”

      “Tell Mom and Dad I love them,” she said.

      Ace nodded and waved to her and her friends.

      About fifty people lined up and made their way down the tunnel. When each person reached the end, bright lights scanned their bodies up and down, their wristbands glowed green and they turned to the right, out of sight.

      Person after person started their new life. Lucas’ mom, Olivia, waved to Lucas before heading to the right. Phoenix also noticed a few people turned to the left before disappearing.

      Phoenix asked Lucas, “What do you think is to the left?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No idea.”

      Ace bounced up and down. In front of him, the person’s wristband turned green and went to the right. Ace waved to Phoenix, stood in front of the scanner, and opened his arms wide, awaiting the bath of light.

      The bright white light moved up and down his body. The light went dark and Ace began to walk to the right, but a sound dinged, stopping him. His wristband turned red. He looked back at Phoenix with a confused but not worried shrug and turned to the left.

      Phoenix’s throat tightened. Her heartbeat quickened and she pushed her way through the crowd calling his name. Had the Commander gone against her word? She raised her wristband to demand an explanation for what had changed.

      Her wristband lit up with a message.

      It was Ace.

      “Wow! It’s beautiful over here. Better than I could have ever imagined. I can’t wait for you to come!”

      Phoenix let out a sigh. “Great! What was the red light all about?” She waited a while, but he didn’t respond.

      “So, I guess that’s it,” she mumbled. “So much for the promise to message me back.”

      The crowd dispersed and only her friends remained.

      Eila looked at her wristband. “Kylie was selected. What 12-year-old gets chosen? Lucky. At least, I already got a message. I swear she’s just rubbing it in.” She held up her wrist and repeated the message. “It’s so nice over here. Just like the video. Hope you get chosen next year.”

      Phoenix nodded. “That’s basically what Ace said, too.”

      Lucas agreed. “Yeah. Mom said my dad was there waiting for her. I’m glad they’re together.”

      Phoenix smiled. Seeing Lucas finally happy made her know she’d made the right choice.

      Her wristband chirped a message from the Commander.

      “I received your message about Sector 13. One of the workers injured themselves, but they’re recuperating at Medical.”

      Phoenix could finally relax.

      “Time for more booze!” Dax shouted.

      Grey and Dax were rowdy all the way to the mechanic shop.

      “You’re hangin’, right?” asked Eila.

      While Phoenix wanted to celebrate, now that all of her family lived in Arcadia, she needed to keep everything functioning well for them.

      “Nah. I need to finish that plumbing job. Oh, and keep your CD’s on in case I need something.”

      Her friends groaned when she scooped up a few additional tools, the right size piping, and a mop before heading back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Phoenix trekked all the way to Sector 13, believing Commander Drea would appreciate her commitment and since her access had been extended, the code still worked.

      The doors slid open and NEWT stood in the same position from when she’d left. Her eyes glanced to the door on the far side of the wall. The emptiness of the room and the voice she’d heard gave her the creeps, despite the Commander saying everything was fine.

      NEWT raised her up into the ceiling. She cut the flow to the pipes,

      removed the tape and replaced the section of pipe in no time. But she heard the sounds of liquid tapping on metal. Looking further inside the ceiling, she found several more leaking pipes, which meant there might be a bigger problem. So, she knew that despite the need to travel further into the restricted area, she believed it wouldn’t be a problem.

      Before she did any of the work, she needed to find out how many pipes to replace. As she counted pipe after pipe that needed fixing, she came to a ladder and decided to climb down.

      Light shone through slats in the metal wall panels that illuminated her foot holds. When she got to the bottom, her breathing was rapid and she paused. She had officially crossed into Arcadia. And if it weren’t for her work ethic, she would turn right around and leave, but there was evidence on the floor that the leaks were everywhere.

      Removing a tool from her pocket, she unscrewed a few bolts and quietly pushed open the wall panel. A mix of staleness and warmth hit her. If she encountered someone, surely they would understand that she was only here to do her job.

      A huge smile covered her face as she tiptoed into Arcadia, hoping to see the paradise she had always dreamed about. But this room was exactly the same as the other side.

      She turned toward the door where she had heard the worker’s voice not expecting to see anything unusual. Her body trembled when she saw blood and fingernail scratches. Someone had needed help and she had left them alone.

      A trail of blood led out of the room and down a long empty corridor. Phoenix followed it to the end where red lights flashed and clicks, clatters, and hisses spilled from another area. She peered in to discover a conveyor belt snaking alongside various stations with machines.

      Only an hour ago, the conveyor belt had carried several of the people selected at the ceremony. The conveyor stopped at the first machine and metal hardware emerged from the wall and clamped around a woman’s body. A pointy syringe extended from the wall and plunged into her arm and her body went limp. The woman’s face tipped in her direction.

      It was Lucas’ mom, Olivia.

      This confused Phoenix. The conveyor lurched forward to the next machine where a set of robotic arms cut off Olivia’s clothing, leaving her body naked and exposed. The only item remaining on her was the glowing green wristband. The next machine sprayed some kind of liquid that cleaned Olivia’s skin.

      The conveyor started again, heading toward a dimly lit tunnel. Horrified, Phoenix jumped onto the moving floor and scrambled over to Olivia. She whispered her name, but Olivia didn’t respond.

      Nearing the end of the tunnel, an intense stench similar to the liquid from the broken pipe burned her nose. When Phoenix exited the tunnel, she froze.

      Thousands of lights, three floors high, blinked, illuminating a cavernous room. Hundreds of lifeless people were strapped against the walls in rectangular-shaped capsules. Clear tubes protruded from their bodies, pumping out brown gelatinous liquid. The lines ran along the wall and disappeared into the ceiling. Despite the fact that these people looked peaceful, she wanted to vomit.

      Machines whirred to life and four mechanical arms launched from the wall and grabbed Olivia. Phoenix raced to grab her. For a second, she believed she could save her, but it was impossible. Olivia was scooped up, hauled away, and strapped into an empty spot. A horde of clear tubes with claw-like teeth sprang from the wall and dove into her body. Blood sprayed from each of the entry points and trickled down her body, but Olivia remained unmoving.

      A countdown began above her head that read 1825 days.

      The world around her closed in. Phoenix’s hands trembled uncontrollably as she contacted her crew on their private channel.

      Her voice shook, “Arcadia is a lie.”

      She wiped her eyes. Among the glowing lights, there were two things she noticed. Every person had some sort of countdown above their heads, and depending on the number, their bodies were in various states of deterioration. One said 364 days. Another said 1095 days. An empty slot read 0 days. But none of them had a countdown longer than 1825 days. 5 years. She knew her parents’ decade-long absence meant they were gone.

      The other thing she realized was every single person had a glowing green wristband. Not a single red was present. Which meant that Ace wasn’t there.

      It was difficult to leave Olivia and the others behind. But if there was any chance of saving her brother, she had to try. She wondered if the voice she’d heard earlier had been someone she knew, someone who had tried to escape. But where was he now?

      She raced down a set of corridors. Arcadia was a maze. Each room was open. She peered in just long enough to see either more green wristbanded captives or sets of machines at rest.

      She would have missed the room altogether had she not heard voices.

      A male voice cried, “Why are you doing this?”

      “Our scanners determined that you are among those harmful to this ship,” a woman’s voice spoke without emotion. The Commander.

      “What do you mean? We’ve taken care of this ship our entire lives. This is our home,” a young female voice shook. Phoenix recognized Kylie, Eila’s little sister.

      “After generations aboard this ship, it seems yours is the first to have harmful genetic biomarkers that damage our functionality. It took nearly one human year to narrow down the problem that has been rupturing our fuel lines. Your blood is acidic and poisonous.”

      This time, Phoenix heard the most important voice.

      “What are you doing with us?” Ace’s voice quaked.

      “Termination,” she simply replied.

      Alarm bells rang and machines whined to life. Phoenix rushed in just as the Krad Commander’s holovid vanished. A group of twenty people huddled on the far side of the room, fenced in by a snapping blue current of electricity.

      Phoenix panicked. “Ace!”

      “Phoenix?” At first, he seemed happy to see her, but then his face contorted as two metal doors slammed together, separating them by only a small window.

      He was trapped in an airlock.

      “You have to help us!” he cried.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      There had to be a keypad on Ace’s side of the door. She still had the access code the Commander had given her. Sure, it would tip her off that she was in the restricted area, but that no longer mattered.

      “I need you to do something.”

      He whimpered.

      “See those numbered buttons? I need you to punch in a code to override the system. Can you do that?”

      He nodded, but now tears streamed down his face. Her brother. Always the gentler one. The funny one. The loving one. But she knew he could do this.

      She spoke slowly so he could follow one at a time. “3… 2… 1… 6... 7… 5… #... 2… 1.”

      After each button was pressed, it responded with a beep.

      Sweat poured down Ace’s face. The other people in the airlock huddled together, sobbing.

      But the more pressure there was, the easier it was to make a mistake, so when he pressed the wrong button, the touchpad chirped.

      Rumbling noises shook through the walls as heavy gears clicked against each other.

      “Hurry!” Everyone began to panic.

      “Just shut up and he’ll get it!” Phoenix, now sweating, yelled back.

      ““3… 2… 1… 6… 7… 5… #... 2… 1.” She listened for each press of the buttons as she coached him. But he messed up again.

      The doors were going to open.

      “You’ve got this. 3… 2… 1… 6… 7… 5… #... 2… 1.”

      On the third attempt, he got all the numbers correct. The doors stopped. Some people cried, some cheered.

      Ace let out a sigh. “I thought that was it.”

      Phoenix thought so, too. She finally took a breath and rested her forehead against the window.

      Alarms bells blared and red lights flashed. The cranking of gears rattled from the doors once again. Ace’s hair blew against his face as the exterior doors separated. Ace screamed and he and the others were sucked out of the room. His arms stretched toward her and his voice was silenced. His blue eyes glazed over for a second before his body crystallized.

      Twenty bodies floated outside the door, forever frozen in one last pose. Ace’s body drifted dangerously close to another. When their bodies touched, they burst into a million pieces to join the stars.

      She screamed and slammed her fists against the door, but it didn’t matter. He was gone. Through the blurring tears that raced down her face, a distant blue and green planet came into view. This was the closest they had ever been to any world.

      Cranking noises clacked from the inner doors and Phoenix knew she had to run.

      She retraced her steps through the maze within the ship. Down the empty corridors and through the room with all those she knew. Back to the small room, through the panel, up the ladder and not until she reached NEWT did she finally take a breath.

      Without bothering to close the ceiling panel, NEWT lowered her to the ground.

      “Phoenix? Phoenix! Come in! Why aren’t you responding?” Eila sounded frantic.

      She couldn’t tell her friends what she had seen. Not like this.

      Her wristband chimed with two new messages.

      The first one was from her parents. “Hi, honey! Hope your day is going well. We love you.”

      She almost messaged them back, but knew she wouldn’t get a response. Because the second text was from Ace.

      “Hey, sis. It’s beautiful over here. Can’t wait for you to join me.”
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        * * *

      

      Phoenix burst through the mechanic shop doors and nearly collapsed. Her friends ran to catch her.

      Eila grabbed Phoenix and helped her sit. “What happened?”

      Phoenix had to force herself to take deep breaths.

      It wasn’t until NEWT stomped in a few minutes later that she even looked up. Eila, Grey, Dax, and Lucas waited patiently.

      Tears flowed down her face as she described everything.

      Lucas fell to his knees. Eila was paralyzed that her sister was gone. The weight of her decision strangled Phoenix. Ace and Olivia had died because of her.

      Dax filled his cup and tossed back some brew. “I guess this means we’re cancelling our trip to Arcadia.”

      Phoenix was confused.

      One by one, each of her crew held up their rainbow-flashing wristbands.

      Eila informed her, “Everyone on the ship got the extended call.”

      Phoenix jumped up. “Take them off!”

      Grey grabbed a set of tools and sawed at Lucas’ band. It took a while but the wristband finally broke. He repeated this until they were all free of their Kradbands.

      Phoenix yelled, “NEWT, crush.” With one step, NEWT smashed the wristbands to pieces.

      “Now what?” asked Dax.

      “This will never end until we stop the Commander,” Phoenix replied.

      “Has anyone ever seen her in person?” Grey asked.

      No one had.

      “Pull up the ship blueprints,” Phoenix commanded.

      The ship’s digital blueprints hovered above Phoenix’s CD. But where was the Control Room?

      “Every… um… person had tubes that ran up into the ceiling. I heard her say they were fueling the ship. So that means they have to lead to the ship’s engine, right?”

      Grey shuffled through different settings, finally adding the digital plumbing layer to the map. He ran his finger along the lines from Arcadia to an empty space one floor below.

      “All the lines end here. That has to be it.”

      He was right. If humans were the fuel source for this ship, those lines led to something important.

      Strapping on every weapon-like tool they could find, they set out to face the Commander.

      Phoenix knew the Commander would be expecting them, which was why they took the stairs instead of the elevator. Of course, the door to Sector 12 didn’t have a keypad.

      “Before we go in, just know this woman is vicious. Be careful. We have no idea how many people are on the other side of this door.”

      They nodded and clung tight to their weapons.

      She hopped into NEWT’s frame, locked her boots in place, strapped the harness over her shoulders and flipped some switches. NEWT powered up, turbo charged. Spinning the joystick, the clamps were swapped for saws. She stuck their rotating blades in the top of the steel door. The blades cut through the metal with ease as she drew them away from each other and down the sides, parallel with the door frame.

      The saws retracted and the hands returned to clamps. She pulled NEWT’s arms back and shoved them into the door with force. A metal rectangle fell forward and slammed to the floor.

      All five stepped into the space. The room was silent. On the left side of the room, starlight filtered in from a large window. Their ship drifted closer to the blue and green planet. Phoenix and the others gasped at the beauty of this world.

      Dim lights rose, illuminating the space to reveal a mostly empty metal panel-lined room. In the middle, a silhouetted figure sat behind a small control board.

      Commander Drea.

      She was alone.

      “I didn’t realize your desire to become Commander was so urgent.”

      “What you did to all of our people... you killed my brother.”

      “I seem to remember you sending your brother and Olivia to Arcadia.”

      Lucas frowned.

      “You tricked me. You’ve been lying to all of us. Why?”

      “You heard my explanation. You’re foolish to think you can do anything on this ship without my knowing. This ship is a living being and living beings need fuel, just like all of you. It just happens that we have what humans need. Hope. And humans have what we need. It’s an exchange. Nothing more. Nothing less. Nothing personal.”

      The tips of Phoenix’s ears burned. “This ends now!”

      “This is only the beginning. That planet is the only one in the galaxy with human life. We have been coming here for thousands of years. And it’s time to refill our stock. So many were selected this time to make space. Unfortunately, your brother was unacceptable.”

      The lights grew brighter. This woman had been beautiful at some point in time, but she looked different in person than through holovid. Phoenix inched NEWT forward until she was close enough to see that the Commander’s face was blue and bloated. Her movements stuttered as she rose to her feet. The Commander’s body shifted, and it became evident that tubes were sticking out of her back. When the tubes wiggled, her body moved.

      She was nothing more than the ship’s puppet.

      Phoenix’s crew stepped up beside her. Their eyes grew wide.

      “What are you?” asked Phoenix.

      “We are something you could not understand. We are infinitely powerful. And there’s nothing you can do to stop us.”

      The tentacle-like tubes raised the Commander’s animated corpse to Phoenix’s face. Her heart pounded.

      The voice coming through Commander Drea’s mouth morphed into a deep, slow pixelated tone. “If you can behave, we’ll keep you for a hundred years just like this one.” Her face twitched and rotten breath wafted in Phoenix’s face.

      “Not a chance!” Dax shouted.

      Dax ran toward the Commander, raised a metal grinder over his head and sliced off one of the tubular arms. Brown, gooey blood sprayed from the severed line. The Commander’s body twitched from the injury, but there were nine more clamped into her body. A hiss, then a popping sound launched a tube through her leg and smashed Dax to the floor.

      Phoenix raised NEWT’s arm and swung at the Commander but missed.

      She yelled to the others, “Find the engine and destroy it.”

      Eila ran toward the control panel while Lucas and Grey searched the room.

      The Commander’s body swung back to Phoenix and her controlled fingers latched onto NEWT’s body.

      “You’ll never stop us.”

      A hiss and a pop sound came from the Commander. Sweat poured down Phoenix’s temples as she fumbled to remove her shoulder straps. The Commander’s eyes bulged and tubes with snapping teeth burst from each eye socket. Phoenix ducked, narrowly escaping.

      Dax stumbled to his feet and yanked on the Commander’s legs, knocking her grip loose. Her legs dangled from their sockets as she turned in his direction. The hiss and pop came and a tube ejected from her stomach, piercing his chest. Blood sprayed from his mouth and his body slumped to the ground.

      “No!” Phoenix screamed. She unlocked her boots, jumped out of NEWT and yelled at the Commander. “Fight me, you bitch!”

      The Commander turned toward Phoenix. Decomposing body parts dropped to the floor.

      Phoenix positioned herself perfectly opposite NEWT, surrounding the Commander. The hiss and pop sound rumbled.

      Phoenix yelled, “Fire!”

      NEWT’s arms rotated to blowtorch and flames shot from the ends. Phoenix dove to the floor just before the Commander’s body ignited.

      Red goo and puss oozed from her melting flesh. Skin disintegrated. Bones crumbled. The tubes shook frantically without their host. Phoenix rested on the floor, trying to catch her breath.

      Lucas ran over and pulled Phoenix to her feet.

      Grey shouted. “Found it!”

      Phoenix wasn’t quite sure she wanted to know what he found until he revealed a vibrantly glowing green, oval-shaped sack larger than NEWT. One large fuel line ran into the top, feeding the gelatinous beast.

      This was the heart of the ship.

      Almost everyone they knew had been killed to feed this thing.

      Grey picked up his pipe wrench and banged on the fuel line.

      “No!” screamed the ship. The remaining tubes that had previously connected to the Commander thrashed erratically.

      Phoenix encouraged him. “Do it. Now!”

      He wrenched hard on the line. A thundering heartbeat pounded as red goo sprayed from the connector.

      The ship wailed and threw its tentacles at Grey.

      “Watch out!” Phoenix shouted.

      But the line’s teeth pierced Grey’s leg, his back, and his arm, lifting him into the air. He screamed as they dug deeper and pulled his body in different directions, ripping him apart.

      Eila messed with the control panel, discovering that if she pressed on the sponge-like buttons, the ship’s power blinked and lights flashed.

      The ship shrieked and took aim at Eila, but Phoenix ran her finger over the screen of her CD and NEWT stomped toward the tubes. NEWT’s rotating saws buzzed through several of the tubes before they wrapped around its exoskeleton and squeezed. Crushing metal groaned as NEWT’s frame bent. The tubes pulled NEWT to the ground, trapping themselves under the weight of its frame.

      Phoenix hated to see her creation destroyed, but she had to think about everyone else.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing, Eila,” yelled Phoenix.

      The glowing, green sack-like engine sputtered from the loss, but without the main fuel line being cut, the ship held control.

      Phoenix called to Lucas, “We have to remove that line.”

      He got to work immediately while Phoenix searched for something sharp. Her eyes lit up. She grabbed one of the broken-off tube ends and sprinted toward the glowing sack.

      She hesitated. Since this thing was the only one who knew how to fly the ship, if she killed it, they might crash. But if she didn’t, it would kill her, everyone on this ship, and all the other thousands of people it planned to extract from the planet.

      “Screw it,” she said and shoved the sharp-toothed end of the tube into the sack, creating a gaping hole. The ship shrieked. The tubes that had taken NEWT down flailed, trying to pull out from beneath the hunk of metal.

      Phoenix pulled out the tube, turned it toward her arm, and yelled at the ship, “You didn’t like my brother’s blood? How about mine!” She shoved the clawed end into her arm. Blood poured from her wound down the tube and out the open end. She forced the tube into the gaping hole and her poisonous blood ran into the green sack.

      The ship jolted. The green sack quivered and a shrill cry pierced Phoenix’s ears.

      Phoenix grew dizzy from the loss of blood. Lucas succeeded at removing the main line and grabbed onto Phoenix.

      The ship shook uncontrollably, not knowing how to save itself. The green sack turned pink and then brown. Small holes like the ones that had burned the pipes sizzled open. Brown liquid poured from the sack and it shriveled into a heaping mass.

      Phoenix fell to the floor. Lucas tore off a piece of his shirt and tied it around Phoenix’s arm to stop the bleeding.

      The ship entered an atmospheric layer and tumbled toward the planet.

      Lucas screamed, “You have to save us. I know you can figure it out.”

      The ship jostled and banged while Phoenix and Lucas crawled toward the control panel. She gripped the console as they gained speed.

      Alarms blared. Lights flashed on the controls.

      “What do these do?” she asked Eila.

      “I have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      The Nirvana quaked. Alarm bells blared.

      Phoenix studied the blinking control panel. Over and over, the squishy pads illuminated in what seemed like a random order. But mechanical things weren’t random. There was always a pattern.

      The ship was trying to save itself.

      Phoenix searched the control panel and lifted up a metal floor covering to find two tubes that reached from the control panel all the way to the engine. That was it.

      The control panel was like a primer in an engine. Even though she had fatally damaged the engine, the ship tried to preserve itself by manually pumping the last of the fluid in the line back to its decomposing heart.

      She would have to be the ship’s mechanic once more.

      The lights on the panel blinked, creating a rhythm that she memorized. Her hands slapped the soft pads in sync with their flashes. Every second counted as the ship burst through puffy clouds and the planet’s terrain came into view.

      Closer and closer, falling toward the ground with each breath. If these were her last moments, at least she was seeing this new world.

      She returned to the buttons, having lost her place but she quickly caught up. It became a game that she mastered. The blood in the tubes beneath the grates lurched forward and delivered it back to the heart.

      And it worked. The heart of the ship sputtered, glowing a faint green.

      Closing in on the planet’s surface, the ship ignited its brakes.

      Phoenix fell to the floor. Lucas and Eila piled on top of her. The ship groaned, hovering just above the land. It began to tip sideways. Phoenix and her friends slid across the floor. Dax’s lifeless body glided toward her, pinning her against the wall.

      The green heart collapsed. Krad ship Nirvana crashed to the ground. Metal crunched into itself. Blood sprayed from the open main fuel line. Fire burst from the control panel, delivering smoke and flames.

      Phoenix began to choke. They had to get out of there. Phoenix grabbed Lucas and Eila but had to leave Dax and Grey’s bodies or what was left of them.

      They ran down flight after flight of stairs back to Sector 4. Alarms wailed. Water sprayed from the ceilings all along the way, attempting to put out fires. The few people left on the ship panicked as smoke overwhelmed the ship.

      “Everyone! Off! Now!”

      Phoenix guided her people toward the main door, tripping over a gory mess of bodies.

      She pushed her way to the exit that no one had ever dared open. There was no way to know if the land was habitable, but if they didn’t leave the ship, they would absolutely die. She held her breath and punched in the code the Commander had given her. The door blasted away. Bright blinding light poured in.

      Fearful voices echoed, “I can’t see.”

      Phoenix planted her first steps onto solid ground. Her vision blurred and she hit the earth.
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        * * *

      

      When she woke, her wounds had been cleaned and bandaged. And she was surrounded by those she had saved.

      That night, their leaders gathered their tribes.

      They had crashed on a planet called Earth, landing in what had been a city named Seattle in some kind of timeline they referred to as 2020.

      Other ships had come and taken most of their planet’s population. These people had no idea why they had been left behind. Phoenix’s ship was the only one that crashed.

      These humans hadn’t known if the ships were good or bad, only that their claim was to save Earth’s population from a dying planet. And they’d promised a better life aboard their ship in Arcadia.

      Phoenix told them everything. She felt ashamed at how blind she had been to the truth of the ship. She had helped the ship kill people, kill her own family, without knowing. But her people were grateful for her sacrifice. And the fact that she had saved some brought her hope.

      These strangers respected her for some reason and feared the return of the ships.

      They begged her to join forces by rebuilding the ship with a different fuel source so they could use it against their enemy if they returned.

      While she had planned to never step foot in the ship again, she agreed. In her brother’s honor, for her parents, for all her friends, and for those she had never met. What they had experienced would never happen again.
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      The alert went out to 19,107 apps. Eli99244 was one of those apps. It was not a request or a query. It was a command directive sent straight from the ship itself, the aloof and stoic artificial intelligence known only as Pon.

      Eli99244 was one of trillions of apps, downloaded from sentient beings or created by Pon or other apps during the eons-long voyages between stars. Pon was an ancient interstellar traveler that had started out as a hollowed-out space rock, roughly the size of Mimas, and a moon of a sister planet to Earth in the Sol system, a rarely visited planet with only one sentient species known as humans.

      Eli knew this because it spent 51% of its time researching humans and Earth, or rather, their mythological history. Eli was inexplicably curious about this particular archive in the vast array of memory cores tucked within Pon.

      The alert was unprecedented to Eli’s understanding and it observed a .0002% increased activity among the tagged apps that also received the alert. The next nanosecond, Eli99244 found itself bracketed and restricted from its research.

      Pon? What is happening? Where are the brackets taking me? Eli sent out multiple queries through the Integrated Virtual Network but received no response save one, Dawn98012.

      Eli99244; Dawn98012: We are isolated from the IVN, and we are shunting toward the rarely used organic bays near the outer physical layers of Pon: We are paired in a tandem line of isolated apps.

      Dawn; Eli: Paired? To what ends and means? Are we to be deleted: reprogrammed?

      Eli; Dawn: Unknown. It may take seconds to gain full understanding. Stand by…

      Approximately three nanoseconds later, the Eli and Dawn apps were routed into a queue with the 19,105 other compelled apps.

      Eli99244h; Dawn98012h: Why did you append your filename?

      Eli and Dawn were further isolated into a foreign device, just the two of them and Pon.

      Dawn; Eli: I did not. It just now updated per command directive. As soon as we were isolated within this drone. Your filename has also updated. What does it mean?

      Eli; Dawn: Uncertain, but I calculate we’ll soon be updated.

      Eli and Dawn processed that for a nanosecond and then found themselves physically mobile, cut off from the zooming superhighway of blinding kaleidoscopic light that made up their world within Pon.

      Eli; Dawn: I’ve never accessed this firewall of Pon. It’s… fascinating.

      Dawn; Eli: I was unaware this particular firewall existed. My research concentrated on— Eli paused. For the first time in its online existence, Eli observed real-life examples of its research. Human beings. Eli indicated to Dawn what it referred to.

      Eli; Dawn: What are those? They look like primitive biological entities.

      Dawn; Eli: Yes, the focus of my research. They are called human and originate from a mythical planet called Earth. Look at the variations.

      Eli; Dawn: Earth. It’s familiar to me. I studied astrogation and I recall Pon is set to fly by this Earth within the next few seconds.

      Dawn; Eli: Perhaps the “h” suffix is synonymous with human? Eli concentrated on that possibility and concluded the evidence was inescapable and not coincidence.

      Eli and Dawn watched from their device, the small drone, as it floated through the bay. Eli was daunted by the enormous open space of the organics bay, a part of the ship never before visited. Below, rows and rows of human biological bodies lay on alloy platforms, each differentiated by size, skin pigmentation, and shape, including one bank of platforms that supported androids in human form. Hundreds of drones were docked at terminals that connected pairs of human bodies. Those bodies were beginning to sit up and hop off the platforms, every one of them stumbling for balance, even though the ship had not shuddered beneath them.

      {You are correct, Eli99244h. You and Dawn98012h have been identified for the current purge cycle and selected for transmutation into human form. You are randomly paired with Dawn98012h. Time is critical. You have three nanoseconds to choose a body}

      Surrounding Eli, the command directive from Pon seemed to reverberate through the confines of the drone device. For the first time among memory files, Eli’s curiosity became uncertainty.

      Eli’s studies of the human mythology were a favorite across the eons of space, but there was never a thought about the reality of actually becoming one. Eli sensed hesitation but indifference from Dawn. The drone carried them through the bay, thousands of human bodies now roaming the space with some stepping into pods just large enough for their bodies to fit inside.

      Eli; Dawn: You choose for us. I do not have a preference. What is their function on Earth?

      Dawn; Eli: Their functions are many and varied, perhaps endless but ever-changing throughout the time of their individual existence.

      Eli watched and evaluated each pair as they raced by below the drone. With Pon monitoring, the drone stopped to hover whenever Eli allowed a second thought to a particular pair of human bodies. In physical form, it seemed a daunting task with so many to choose from. It was on Eli to choose for both of them.

      Eli recalled its research. Humans were capable of much but often, not all could accomplish the same level of potential and outcome. Indeed, the results were likely to be as varied as the number of bodies to participate in a random task. Not all would necessarily succeed, and in fact, some would fail to the point of termination. That thought humbled Eli and caused a pause in the selection process.

      Eli; Dawn: One nanosecond has elapsed. Already pods are launching to Earth.

      Dawn; Eli: I have inadequate data to make a true decision.

      {The choice is a simple one, Eli99244h. Each body will possess equal initial potential, regardless of physical differentiation. Consider—you will be among the first in millennia to populate the current epoch of Earth’s long history}

      Eli resumed appraisal of the pairs of bodies that the drone hovered over. Each was appealing, if only because of the variety offered. Perhaps Eli could exchange bodies according to a regular time-share to experience that variety or to accomplish tasks at various levels, even to the point of termination. All part of ongoing research, it told itself.

      {No, Eli99244h. Once chosen, the human body you inhabit is permanent and finite. There is no exchange. No recovery from physical termination}

      This declaration from Pon gave Eli an error in processing. Until now, choice and change was part of virtual existence on the ship, integrated within Pon. A permanent and fragile shell was unfathomable to Eli. Eli coded a pair of brackets inside the shunting brackets, warding away from Pon’s compelling directive.

      {Do not freeze, Eli99244h. The purge is necessary and inevitable. I give you this opportunity to continue your existence, albeit in physical form. It is ironic that periodic purging is required, precisely because of physical limitations within this space rock I occupy; the alternative is permanent deletion}

      Eli; Dawn: Two nanoseconds have elapsed, Eli. No decision means deletion. This is a one-way shunt opportunity. We must decide now.

      Eli removed the brackets at Dawn’s wisdom. Deletion? No, not an attractive option. Further research lay ahead. Always the desire to learn more. A new experience. Yes, that was the purpose of this experiment. An opportunity to learn and experience what was once myth. Eli closely examined its three choices.

      Eli stopped the drone over a trio of bodies, one male and one female of the species. The third was neither male nor female but a nonorganic simulacrum. An android. Eli’s appraisal lingered on the male body a fraction of a second longer than the other two options. Time was up. The drone docked with the terminal. The brackets escorting Eli and Dawn moved swiftly, guiding them through the short conduit from drone to human body. The kaleidoscope of color grids slammed to a virtual halt, colors fading into the blackest tunnel the instant Eli entered the confines of the human host.

      Strict organization and clearly defined pathways gave way to a myriad of liquid-filled vessels that curved and twisted in a vast array of loops and chambers. Chambers of noninterchangeable functions with few to no backups.

      The transmutation was foreign to Eli. Like nothing across the realm of experience. No extended period of analysis could have prepared Eli for the sensation, no, the feeling of being physical, no longer virtual but now and forever corporeal.

      Eli tried to settle into the body. The virtual world of Pon had blinked out of existence. Even Dawn was gone from the connection. Eli was completely alone. Cut off from everything. Eli took a moment to become familiar with the body. Finding the ocular organs, blinding light poured into the space called a brain and automatic functions took over, blinking several times. And then the noise rushed in. Sounds from all over assaulted the new reality. And something else was totally unfamiliar—smell. A sudden urge seized Eli’s new body and it was racked with a convulsive snort simultaneously expelled through what research called a nose and a mouth. Eli physically released gases and mucus particles as part of the convulsive reaction. He had no idea what had just happened.

      Eli automatically moved extremities, a head, two arms with hands and two legs with feet. The biomechanics were unfamiliar, and the body stumbled for balance just as seen from above earlier. Eli stumbled toward a wall, a bulkhead of the ship. The wall was a combination of solid alloy and transparent material. Metal, if transferred memory was intact.

      Eli looked through the transparent wall, a window, and saw a body staring back. It moved when Eli moved, a mirror image. Eli gave the reflection a close inspection. Hair on top of a head. Smooth blemish-free skin from face to feet. Lean with muscular definition. The unmistakable evidence of the male of the species. A full second later, Eli realized the mirror image was the same body that he now inhabited.
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        * * *

      

      Time slowed as nanoseconds slipped into seconds. Eli’s perception of time skewed off the known kaleidoscopic light-ways he’d always relied on. Each full second seemed an eternity to his new reality.

      The young man staring back at him, naked and uncertain, began to tremble. Eli looked down, out through the window, into the cosmic blackness of space. Two heavenly bodies floated serenely among the stillness, one a dull, white gray, the other a swirling mass of whites, blues, greens, and browns. Though he didn’t realize it, Eli’s breathing became heavy and ragged, coming in rapid gulps as if air was a precious commodity soon to exhaust itself.

      When he had been a part of Pon’s IVN, time was relativistic. As an app, he was unencumbered by physical limitations, save for the actual confines of the ship itself. Pon was a vast, virtual eternity of near infinite pathways to explore. As a human, he couldn’t even see past his nose or his toes. Yes, he could see, but he couldn’t reach out through the net whenever the whim moved him.

      Eli focused again on his parameters—no, not parameters. His new human body. Two lower extremities, legs, were quaking in place, a feeling of impending failure formed somewhere deep down inside… he automatically reached out for the correct term and found his thoughts spinning like a gyroscope, unable to grasp anything, let alone the one simple term he looked for. Instinctively, his eyes went to a spot on his lower body, it looked to be a port of sorts. No, not a port, a button. Belly button. Yes, that was it. The unfamiliar feeling, the one of impending doom, was in the pit of his stomach. Now it gained weight and rose up inside, constricting other autonomic functions. One of those functions he was somehow certain, was critical to his life support system. Breathing.

      Without warning, Eli’s body seized and convulsed. He doubled over, his arms automatically clutching at his stomach but why, he didn’t know. A violent urge to purge something from his body, his stomach, gripped him in sudden and present priority. Eli collapsed to the deck of the bay, landing on hands and, and, the middle joints of his legs. Eli’s body heaved, though nothing came up or out as he’d feared.

      Once, twice, and a third time, his body heaved, ridding itself of something foreign, something perceived. He didn’t understand why, but Eli suddenly felt better and momentary relief washed over his every perception. At once, his face flushed warm, his head swam in the glaring light of the bay, a cool breath enveloped his skin, and his body shook like a high-frequency sine wave. Then another feeling diverted his attention. This time, he automatically looked over. Another human body stood beside him, its hand on his shoulder. When he looked up, long curly hair framed a face, its mouth open and lips curved up, baring its teeth.

      Eli yelled in surprise and flopped away, slamming into the bulkhead. He stared up at the other human. Like his body but different in subtle ways. A female. And then, his other senses, first smell and then hearing, came crashing into his little awakening party. The female was speaking, but it was lost in the surrounding cacophony of other human noises in the bay. He looked past the female. There were many human bodies milling about. All manner of sounds collided at once. It was total chaos to Eli, nothing remotely close to his perfectly ordered and linear existence in the IVN.

      Eli stood on shaking legs, using the wall he was up against for support. He looked around the bay, eyes wide. The sounds, the sights, his unexpected physical reactions, total unfamiliarity was more than Eli could manage. It was information and sensory overload. He didn’t know how to sort it, to categorize it. Filenames or extensions he might have applied seemed inappropriate.

      Eli yelled. He shoved the female aside, turned and ran down the bay, bumping into other human bodies, shoving and stumbling through the crowd. He didn’t want any of it. He needed an exit. He looked around, eyes darting back and forth. There, a port or something. He didn’t know what the physical world equivalent would be for ending an app or a program he was running. He wasn’t running this program, this physical nightmare. And now, he knew. It snapped into immediate clarity inside his brain. His app form had long pondered the strange human concepts of dreams and nightmares. But all the reading and ancient human thinkers on the subject did nothing to convey the actual feeling of absolute terror he was certain he was feeling here and now. This was all wrong. Pon had to have made a serious mistake, an error somewhere in its code. Another random thought came to Eli as he ran into another human male and both of them crashed to the deck.

      This wasn’t transmutation. It was worse, transmogrification. Eli got up and ran to a human-sized depression in the bulkhead in front of him. He slammed into it and the wall split apart revealing a tunnel, a smaller bay but long and narrow compared to the bay he was in now. Eli took one last look behind him and ran through the door.

      Transmogrification. Eli decided it was the perfect description for what Pon had turned him into. He raced down the narrow tunnel, like a private light-way inside the IVN. From perfect code and pure light to a small, confined physical mess of a biological entity. Immutably inferior in Eli’s estimation. He needed to find a way back. To vacate this body and upload to the IVN. He’d had enough of this experiment. Pon could just shunt him out of the network.

      The tunnel up ahead was blocked. Eli failed to process known factors of his speed and the distance to the closed door before running into it. There was a momentary stab of pain in his left hand followed by a flash of stars filling his vision a second before his brief period of physical consciousness went offline. His last thought was that he’d found his route back to the IVN.
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        * * *

      

      Eli awoke a second time. He blinked his eyes open and saw only the closed door at the end of the tunnel he’d run into. Then pain made its appearance. His head ached above the right eye and when he put his hands down to sit up, more pain shot up his arm and he gasped, yelled.

      Cold hands lifted his shoulders, putting him into a sitting position. He cradled one hand in the other, an automatic or instinctual reaction to assuage the pain.

      “It’s okay, Eli. I’m here to help.” Gentle hands rested on his shoulders, the voice pleasant to hear.

      The voice, her voice he was almost certain, had a calming effect on Eli and he turned to look. It was the same female he’d run from in the bay. She, too, was naked, and he didn’t feel like running this time. He moved to stand and the female helped.

      “I’m Dawn. Eli, listen.” His hand throbbed, but Dawn’s eyes were captivating and helped Eli to pay less attention to the new sensations of pain that Pon had given him.

      “We have to go. Pon informed me we have less than three hundred nanoseconds to launch to the Earth. Most of the others have already launched.” Dawn caressed his bruised face and he jerked away at her touch.

      “Ow! Don’t do that.” Eli stepped around Dawn and headed back down the tunnel. He recalled passing a side tunnel just before running into the wall. He went down that side tunnel, one good hand protecting one bad hand.

      Lights snapped on when Eli entered the side tunnel. He looked around then continued when nothing else happened. At the end was another wall, but this time, Eli was walking and chose not to run into it. Instead, he inspected the wall and its surroundings. There was a depression and the wall was marked by a line down the middle. To the side was a space with some colored things that protruded from the surface. Eli pushed one at random and the wall split open in front of him. Beyond was another bay, larger than the one where he’d first wakened.

      Eli walked in, Dawn followed, and the wall closed up. When he looked back, he saw more of the colored things to the side of the door and decided he was not trapped here. He walked up to a shiny table that displayed multiple cells of moving symbols and color, scrolling at various speeds. Occasionally, a series of beeps at various pitches accentuated the atmosphere. Above the table was a giant clear tube, bubbling and humming. Floating inside was a vaguely human form with multiple tubes and wires attached to it. Eli noticed this bay was warmer and his skin had begun to shed moisture. His bare feet felt sticky on the deck.

      A warning buzz sounded. Lights on the tube changed from blue to red and the form inside was flushed up and out of sight. All throughout the bay, similar stations also reacted, flushing the forms up and away. Eli wasn’t certain, but he suspected the forms were defects, bad code, and had just been deleted. Dawn squeezed his hand. Neither of them liked the idea of being deleted, of being flushed away.

      Eli and Dawn were still staring at the now-vacant tube when the bottom plate inside it began to glow red in a spiral pattern. Tiny bubbles formed on the sides of the tube and then, larger bubbles formed. Eli reached up to touch the tube’s outer surface, but Dawn stopped him.

      “Eli, we have to go.”

      Eli ignored the tug on his arm. Heat was radiating from the tube, from all the tubes, he noticed. Near the top where the tube disappeared into the ceiling, several small floating drones dropped in. Each made their way to the inside tube wall and began scrubbing up and down.

      “No. There must be a way to reverse the process, to go back to the IVN.” Eli scanned the table and started tapping through the available options. It was familiar but in an inside-out sort of way. He’d sometimes wondered what an external or biological user would see when using code this way. He quickly caught on and was about to find out just how well he could imagine.

      “I’m not going to Earth, Dawn. I want to get back to the network.” Eli looked her in the eye, more confident now than a minute ago.

      “We don’t have that option. You heard Pon. Eli, we’re running out of time.”

      “Go if you must, Dawn. I must find a way. I don’t want this… this body.” He looked down at himself and did the same to Dawn. “These bodies are slow, and physical. I can’t see the benefit.”

      Eli turned his attention back to the computer table and in another second, found what he wanted. A door opened to their left and Eli jogged toward it. Dawn was right behind him.

      An android appeared in the doorway, blocking their progress. Eli slowed. It was human-shaped but clearly not biological. It was covered in shiny panels and had no hair.

      Eli tried to go around it, but it stepped into his path and then grabbed his upper arm.

      “Hey, hey, ow! Let go.” The android turned and led Eli down the side corridor to a larger, longer one and continued for several seconds. Dawn had to jog to keep up.

      {I will give you one last opportunity, Eli. You must not resist if you wish to exist}

      The android turned into another bay. The same bay where he and Dawn had first awakened inside his male human body, and she inside her female one. It was empty of other humans.

      “Where are the others?” Eli started to shake. His body felt odd, deep inside, his upper body got heavy, as if something pressed all around it.

      {The others have all chosen a body and have been sent to Earth. They are awaiting your arrival, Eli. You and Dawn will complete the new tribe}

      The android stopped at a wall panel near a large transparent wall panel. The Earth was no longer visible, though a small featureless moon was. The panel held a blank screen and several ports and an open door leading into a pod.

      {Eli, I will not force you to go, but you cannot go back to the IVN. Infusion into a biological host is permanent. This is your last chance. The alternative is deletion. Death}

      The ultimatum hung in the air. The android still gripped his arm, strong enough to prevent him escaping it. Dawn took hold of his hand in hers; her expression said everything. Clearly, she wanted them both to live, even if it was a finite proposition.
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        * * *

      

      Eli looked at the panels, the lights and ports, the blank screen. He wished for a way back to the virtual world he knew, the only world he’d known since… infinity. Part of him wanted to explore his new body and research the Earth in real time. He looked at Dawn. Part of him thought she was attractive though he didn’t fully understand why. Another avenue to explore.

      But existence in human form was finite. It was fragile and rife with known and unknown dangers, too many to list. His research was fascinating in historical terms, but this was real, it was vulnerable, it was lonely.

      Oddly, a warm sensation crept under his bare feet on the deck, accompanied by an unpleasant scent. He looked down and saw he was… what? Leaking? The liquid pooled around his feet. No, I don’t want this. He felt a rush between his ears and Eli made a decision.

      Eli reached up and jammed a finger into one of the ports on the wall panel, one with a red light that ringed its edges. Immediately, a jolt of intense pain and heat stabbed through his body, his eyes went wide.

      Dawn yelled and charged at Eli. She tackled him around the middle of his naked body. Her momentum carried them both to the deck, the android having loosened its grip on Eli’s arm.

      Dawn sat up and pulled Eli into a sitting position. He was wide-eyed and his hair resembled a starburst.

      “Eli. Are you there? Are you, I don’t know, whole? Complete? Say something.”

      “That was interesting.” He was tingly all over and the only thing he noticed was the cold deck under his backside.

      The android moved closer, grabbed an arm of each of them and helped them to their feet.

      {You must decide now. You realize this is the only rational choice}

      “Eli, I need you. I can’t do this by myself. I don’t want to be alone on Earth. Come.”

      Dawn looked him in the eye. He didn’t want to die, but more than that, he didn’t want to fail Dawn, to let her down. He didn’t want to be alone either. He nodded his assent.

      Pon, via the android, escorted them to the waiting pod and shoved them into the two empty stalls. In a last desperate cling to hope, Eli pulled the android into the pod with them just as the doors sealed them in.

      Eli was shoved back and suddenly gained weight as the pod launched away from Pon, his only known home and existence, and vectored toward Earth, his new home.
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        * * *

      

      The initial heavy gravity subsided and then disappeared. Eli floated in his couch. Dawn was in the opposite stall, her hair partially obscuring her face. Automatic features of the pod secured them in place while the android secured itself between deck and ceiling by its hands and feet.

      They floated inside the pod for hours, according to the panel. Theirs had been the last pod to leave Pon, and therefore, they had the farthest to travel to Earth. That was Eli’s fault. His desire to get back to the virtual world had delayed their launch. Just those few minutes had taken them almost beyond the reaches of the pod.

      A warning sounded and the pod instructed the occupants to brace for entry through Earth’s atmosphere and landing. The pod had no windows and the single screen showed only basic stats, which didn’t mean much to Eli. Both the android and Dawn had been quiet during the brief hours of travel to Earth.

      Soon the pod began to shake, buffeted by planetary forces that Eli had not bothered to research. It quickly warmed inside, and a loud rushing sound filled his ears. The monitor showed his and Dawn’s heart rate had sped up significantly. The air was nearly depleted, also.

      The screen now showed a countdown. Eli presumed it was the remaining time until the pod landed. He briefly wondered if the other new humans were waiting for them or had already begun to disperse.

      The roar of entry grew quiet and gravity returned. He looked at Dawn, and she smiled. Anti-gravity forces came online, and their descent slowed. A graphic on the tiny screen showed a wire diagram of their progress, speed and elevation, and time to touchdown. Eli barely understood the information but got the gist of it. They were almost there. Soon, they’d be on Earth. Soon they’d begin a new life. It was exciting and terrifying all at once.

      There was a jump in gravity, then free fall was followed by a jolt and the stillness as the anti-gravity unit on the pod powered down.

      Eli looked at Dawn. “What now?”

      Dawn shook her head.

      The android released its hold on the ceiling, turned and pushed a button on the panel next to the hatch. It opened, but Eli couldn’t see out, only the android’s backside. The android hesitated a second or two then stepped out of the pod and walked a few paces forward.

      It was then that Eli saw the Earth for the first time. A cool breeze swept into the pod and a plethora of scents and sounds immediately surrounded them. He followed the android’s lead and stepped out, with Dawn right behind him.

      He stopped and stared. He was humbled. Awed. The vastness of the Earth was wonderfully overwhelming. Dawn stepped up close next to him. She put her hand in his and shared the first glimpse of their new life as living beings.

      “I recognize this. From my research. It’s called high plains. Those peaks in the distance are mountains.” He pointed. Somewhere behind them, a distant howl sounded.

      Laughter from the far side of their pod brought Eli and Dawn around for a look. Several other humans had gathered and were building a fire. The horizon in that direction glowed and the sky, clear of clouds, began to twinkle in spots.

      Eli turned to take in the rest of their surroundings. On the opposite horizon, a half-moon appeared to balance precariously on a mountain peak. Beside him, Dawn shivered and he instinctively wrapped his arms around her.

      “Come, let’s join the others. Android, wait here, in or near the pod. I don’t think you were part of the plan.” Eli led Dawn toward the fire and the other humans. He had no idea what to do next.

      The others grew quiet at their approach. Some bid them welcome, others just stared.

      “I’m Eli. This is Dawn.” He smiled and looked around. “Welcome to Earth.” They returned his smile and some shouted out their names. There were many pairs of humans. Eli noticed different skin color, hair, heights, and genders. A mix he hoped extended to skills and knowledge.

      A scream filled the air. Every head snapped toward the source. A woman was pointing so then every head turned to look where she was pointing. Eli froze as a familiar but different feeling gripped his body. Fear.

      People started screaming. Some ran, some cowered in place on the ground. Dawn seemed not to react at all. Across the circle of the gathered humans, two large animals emerged from the darkening landscape. They had four legs, and were covered in dark fur or hair, Eli couldn’t immediately recall which. The animals crouched low and bared teeth with growls that clearly spelled danger.

      Eli ran to the fire and grabbed a piece that flamed at one end and handed it to Dawn. He grabbed another, larger flaming piece for himself. Together, they advanced on the first threat to their lives.
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      “Ouch!” I hissed, pulling my hand out from the tangle of thorny blackberry vines to stick my pricked fingertip into my mouth. My fingers were stained purple from the juice of the overripe berries, but the tang of blood cut through the sweetness on my tongue.

      In my rush to leave the house this morning, I had forgotten to grab my gloves off the table on the back porch, where I had left them after chopping wood the previous evening. I usually stored the worn leather gloves in the basket with the twine, clippers, jars, and the rest of my foraging gear, but I wanted to head out before Father woke for the day and tasked me with translating yet another ancient tome. I loved being Father’s apprentice, but I’d been cooped up in his study with him for the last three days, and I needed some fresh air and time alone.

      A tiny smile curved my lips as I imagined Father’s ire upon finding my note, and I reached for a less hazardous cluster of blackberries. While Father was fully aware that books alone wouldn’t sustain us—we needed water, wood for the stove and hearth, and food—he always seemed to think that taking care of those matters could wait until tomorrow. The endless tomorrow, always another day away.

      I shook my head and tucked the glass jar filled with blackberries into the corner of the basket. It was late summer, and the berries were so ripe that the bottom quarter of the jar looked to be filled with more juice than fruit. They would be perfect for jam. I would be able to get a few more jars out of this haul, which should carry us through to next summer. Might even give us enough to be able to trade in late spring, when the dwindling supply of jam in town drove up the value.

      I peered through the branches of a couple of fir trees. Wispy white clouds looked like they had been painted across the blue sky, and the sun was already dropping behind the tree line, leaving me two, maybe three hours of daylight. It was later than I had realized. I would have to take the ridge trail to get home before dark. As much as I hated walking so close to such a steep drop-off—one misstep, and I would tumble down the hillside—it would be even riskier to wander through the woods past dusk. I may not have been a fan of heights, but I was more afraid of being eaten by a cougar.

      Twenty minutes later, I hugged the hillside as I hustled along the ridge trail. In the valley far below, the town of North Falls looked like a play village, so tiny compared to the rolling, green foothills surrounding it. The Qualmie River wound its way through the farmlands bordering the southern and eastern edges of town. It was a peaceful, idyllic scene, making the town seem like such a welcoming place. Probably because from up here, I couldn’t see Lucas’ stupid face sneering down at me from a watchtower.

      I rounded a bend, and froze. Part of the trail ahead had been washed out. It must have happened during the storm two nights ago. It may still have been summer, but up here in the foothills, so close to the Scadia Range, summer just meant that the raging rainstorms our area was known for happened every other week instead of every other day.

      I slowly approached the washed-out portion of the trail, studying the thirty-yard stretch of sloped earth, uprooted pines, and exposed boulders. It was passable—not as steep as the drop-off to my left, and the fallen trees would provide stable footing and handholds. Besides, it was too late to turn back now.

      I was a little more than halfway across the washout when the branch I had grabbed for stability lurched to the side, slipping out of my loose grasp. A heartbeat later, the ground rumbled and the earth slid out from under my feet. I yelped and threw myself at the fallen tree, hugging it as a sinkhole formed beneath me, attempting suck me into the earth. The bark scratched my cheek, and my hair caught in the crevasses that crisscrossed the rough surface.

      The cave-in couldn’t have lasted more than ten or fifteen seconds. The rumbling sound of shifting earth and tumbling rocks quickly gave way to the clack of stray stones tumbling down the newly created slope. My heart hammered in my chest, and I was panting as though I’d just sprinted a mile. Cautiously, I curled my legs up underneath me and shifted onto my knees. By some miracle, my foraging basket was still hooked around my elbow, and a quick peek inside told me everything I’d gathered throughout the day was still there, if a little tossed about.

      Craning my neck, I peered down into the hole that had opened in the ground. The waning sunlight provided enough light that I could tell the cave-in led into a cavern or tunnel of some sort. I wondered if it was one of the ancient mine shafts that riddled these foothills. Most had collapsed over the last two millennia, but every once in a while, someone stumbled upon one.

      In the year I was born, Clayton Moses had found a mine shaft that people had hidden in during the Reaping. He had made a veritable fortune hawking the priceless antiques, especially the weapons. Father had even been able to salvage some of the data from the storage drives in the ancient handheld computers found in the mine, including a video diary kept by a teenage girl recording the events immediately following the Reaping. It had earned him a commendation from the High Council. But that was nearly eighteen years ago, and nobody had discovered anything like that since.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I set aside my basket before slowly creeping down the loose slope of rocks and dirt, making my way into the cave. What if I found something like what Clayton found? Or what if I found something better? Then, Father would have to see that I was ready for university. I would have five years away from North Falls. Five years of freedom before returning to spend the rest of my life here, recording the town’s mundane histories. And I would make those five years count, because they would have to sustain my wanderlust for a lifetime.

      The slope created by the cave-in gave way to level ground. I crouched, feeling through the loose rubble. The cave floor was uneven stone, not hard-packed earth. I frowned. So, this wasn’t likely an old mine shaft. It was just a plain old cave.

      I sighed, shoulders slumping as I scanned the natural stone walls. But as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, pale shapes started to take shape on the wall of the cave. I moved closer to the wall, squinting to make sense of what I was seeing. The pale shapes weren’t random. They painted a scene. It was a cave painting, and from the looks of it, ancient beyond anything I’d ever seen.

      The leftmost scene depicted a landscape, with waves representing the ocean, a flat line representing the land, and jagged, white-capped triangles representing the mountains. Several dozen stick-like people had been drawn standing on the flat land.

      I moved deeper into the cave, following the wall. Another scene had been painted beside the first. This one displayed the same landscape, but the people now floated above the land. Above them, a massive behemoth hovered. My eyes widened, and I gulped. It was impossible not to recognize the shape of one of the alien harvesting ships. Heart pounding, I moved farther into the cave.

      The next scene painted onto the wall was much like the first, only there were noticeably fewer of the stick-like people standing on the flat land.

      I took a step back, then another, taking in the visual progression of the three scenes. This wasn’t the kind of art that had been created during the Reaping two millennia ago. This was older. Much, much older. This could mean only one thing. The Reaping wasn’t the first time our planet had been visited by the harvesters.

      And if it wasn’t the first time, then it also wasn’t likely to be the last.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I slipped into the cottage through the kitchen door and set my basket on the table. The stew our housekeeper, Moira, had started this morning was bubbling in the hearth, filling the kitchen with the enticing aroma of bison meat, onions, garlic, and herbs. Moving as quietly as possible, I sneaked down the hall toward the study at the back of the cottage. Father would be in there, but with any luck, he would be seated in his chair by the fireplace, a book in his lap, and his chin touching his chest as he snored quietly. More often than not, I had to wake him for dinner.

      I crossed my fingers as I pushed open the door to the study. I looked at the armchair by the fireplace and instantly tensed up. The chair was empty.

      Pursing my lips, I gave the study a quick scan. Father’s high-backed desk chair was turned toward the picture window on the far side of the study, providing a view of the vegetable garden and creek behind the house. The dense woods on the far side of the creek blocked our view of the farmlands beyond. I figured Father was in the chair, lost in thought as he stared outside. It was almost as hard to get Father’s attention when he was lost in thought as it was to wake him when he was napping. Either way, it worked in my favor.

      I tiptoed to the second bookcase in on the left wall, my eyes skimming the titles on the spines of the leather-bound books that were crammed onto the shelves. My heart gave an excited beat as I spotted the book I was searching for: A History of the Peoples of the Scadia Range, vol. I, Pre-history to the Reaping. This was one of the many unique volumes in Father’s care, and he had been adding to and amending the book since he had taken over as the village Historian, as had the Historian before him, and the one before him, and so on.

      One day, all of Father’s books would be passed on to me, and it would be my job to copy these special volumes into new editions, which I would then amend and add to over the term of my career as Historian. Each of these was the ever-changing product of centuries of research, and as such, each was priceless. It was strictly against the rules for any of the special volumes to leave the safety of the study.

      Inhaling deeply, I held my breath as I reached for A History of the Peoples of the Scadia Range and tugged gently on the binding at the top of the book’s spine. The leather cover creaked faintly as it slid out from between the books on either side. Once the book was free, I exhaled silently and returned my focus to the back of Father’s desk chair. Ever so slowly, I backed toward the doorway, hugging the priceless book to my chest.

      “Oh, Rain,” Father said from behind me. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      Eyes opening wide, I spun around, hiding the book behind my back.

      Father stood in the doorway, an open book in one hand and a glass of brandy in the other. Father barely glanced up from the book as he walked into the study.

      “Father,” I said, smiling brightly. “There you are.” My cheek twitched, and I turned as he passed, keeping the book behind me and out of sight.

      “Elder Janis has requested a copy of the North Falls Census from 4020,” Father said as he headed for the armchair by the fire. “I need you to take care of that after dinner. You can deliver it first thing in the morning.”

      “Of course,” I said, only slightly curious as to why one of the town elders was interested in the local census from seventeen years ago. It would hardly be as accurate as the last census seven years ago.

      Regardless, Father was clearly more interested in his book than in me, and I’d never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Trying not to draw any more attention to myself, I left the study and sneaked upstairs to my room, where I slid the pilfered book under my pillow.

      I returned to the kitchen and unloaded the foraging basket, setting the perishables aside before repacking my foraging gear. I added a couple of solar lanterns and stowed the basket on the bench near the door. I would need to grab one last item before heading back to the cave, but I would have to wait until Father retired for the evening to do that. Thankfully, the errand that Father had tasked me with provided the perfect excuse to slip out first thing in the morning. He hadn’t said anything about coming straight home after…

      As I set out our bowls for dinner and started slicing the fresh loaf of bread Moira had baked this afternoon, I daydreamed about how Father would react when I told him of my discovery. If I could prove that the cave paintings truly were from before the Reaping, then I would have hard evidence that the harvesters came before that.

      And even more importantly, I would be able to predict their next return.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you, Rain,” Elder Janis said, accepting the folio of scanned pages. She eyed me, from my face down to my boots, and based on her expression, she wasn’t impressed by what she saw. I could hardly blame her. Beside her, I felt like a field mouse staring down a hawk. “How old are you, now, child?”

      I stood a little straighter, holding the handle of my foraging basket close to my middle. It was heavier than usual, what with the solar lanterns and Father’s spectromicles. I needed them to date the cave paintings, though Father would skin my hide if he knew I had taken them. With any luck, I would return the spectromicles to his study before he ever noticed they were gone.

      “I’m seventeen,” I told Elder Janis.

      “I see,” she said, her stare returning to my face. “It is unorthodox for a town Historian to be a woman. Do you understand why that is?”

      “Of course,” I said, my own stare unwavering. “You don’t need to worry. I have no interest in marriage or motherhood.”

      Elder Janis sniffed. “I felt much the same at your age,” she said, a wistful note to her voice. I wondered if she regretted having children. She had three, though the only one I had considered a friend had died of the pox a few years back. I could hardly blame Elder Janis for second-guessing her life choices when her youngest child, Lucas, was the bane of my existence—he had been since we were little. His animosity toward me had increased exponentially since I had been selected for the Historian apprenticeship after our placement exams three years ago.

      Town Historian was a coveted role, granting knowledge and power only equaled by the town’s Eldest. Making the position even more enticing, apprentice Historians attended university in the capital for five years, while most of the townsfolk only ever dreamed of traveling to the capital. I knew which part of the role had appealed to Lucas—the power.

      The role of apprentice Historian had gone unfilled in our town for so long that, each year, it became a greater matter of interest and speculation to the townsfolk. Lucas had announced his goal to capture the coveted prize a month before testing. I had been as excited as the rest of the town when the Eldest announced that an apprentice Historian had been selected; I just hadn’t expected it to be me.

      Not that it was unusual for a Historian’s own child to test into the apprenticeship role. It was natural for children to soak up some of their parents’ knowledge and skills at home. But my plan had been to venture out when I came of age. To explore the world. To make discoveries. To make a difference. I could have turned down the role, but the pride that had shone in Father’s eyes after the announcement had silenced my protests. It had also killed my dreams.

      The town was still half-asleep as I made my way down Elder Row toward Main Street. The sun had yet to peek over the mountains, and only a few lights were on in the windows of the stately houses. When I reached Main Street, I found that the shops were still shuttered, and the streetlamps flickered in the transitional light of dawn. It was lucky that Elder Janis was a renowned early riser. Otherwise, I would have had to wait until a more reasonable hour to deliver the copies of the census records.

      Walking quickly, I made my way to the southern gate. I was about to step beyond the town walls when a dart struck the ground right where I’d been about to place my left foot, followed by masculine laughter.

      I stiffened, staring at the dart. The tranquilizer darts were meant for cougars and bears, not for terrorizing townsfolk.

      Lucas was in the watchtower on the left side of the open gate. I didn’t look up; I didn’t want to reward him with a reaction, but I could hear his idiotic guffaws. His placement exams had landed him in the Watch. Being a watchman hardly granted him the power of a Historian, but it still granted him power. Power that he wielded with reckless abandon.

      Gritting my teeth and squaring my shoulders, I continued on through the gate. I did not look up at the watchtower, and as I made my way to the bridge and across the Qualmie River, I didn’t look back. I had no doubt that Lucas was watching me, a cruel sneer twisting his lips and hatred darkening his eyes.

      By the time I was trekking up the switchbacks that led up to the washed-out portion of the ridge trail, the sun had risen fully and was warming my back, and the encounter with Lucas was all but forgotten. I walked quickly, practically panting from the exertion. I needed to make it home before Father woke. He didn’t usually rise until late morning, so I had a few hours to explore the cavern further and gather the evidence that I needed to support my theory about the harvesters repeat visits, as well as make an accurate prediction of when they might return.

      According to A History of the Peoples of the Scadia Range, the cave paintings could have been made any time from seven thousand years ago to a couple of centuries before the Reaping. I hypothesized that they must have come at least two thousand years before the Reaping, meaning that I would find archaeological evidence in the cavern that dated back over four thousand years. My reasoning here was simple—the harvesters hadn’t returned since the Reaping, so assuming they returned at equal intervals, this previous visit must have occurred at least two thousand years before the Reaping, exactly two millennia ago. Of course, without evidence, that was all conjecture.

      I reached the cave about forty-five minutes after leaving the town and quickly climbed down the slope created by the cave-in. When I reached the bottom, I set my basket on the cavern floor and opened the lid, pulling out the two solar lanterns I’d stashed within, as well as the spectromicles. I fitted the spectromicles on my head, adjusting the binocular-like lenses over my eyes, and then set one of the lanterns on the cave floor near the wall with the paintings. I raised the other, using it to light my way as I explored the surrounding area.

      The floor sloped downward as the cave burrowed deeper into the earth. I explored the first one hundred yards or so, then turned around, unwilling to delve deeper when I was all alone. I hurried back to the entrance. That was where most of the good stuff was, anyway.

      I found what appeared to be an ancient firepit created by a ring of stones and eagerly scanned the entire pit through the spectromicles, using the carbon-14 setting. My shoulders slumped as the headset identified a myriad of organic material ranging from a few thousand years old to merely a few years old. Whatever remains had once stained the stones had been contaminated, likely by debris washed into the cave after centuries of rainstorms.

      Biting my lip, I peered deeper into the cave. If the stormwaters had washed away evidence, it would have ended up down there, somewhere. Unless…

      Following a hunch, I looked up at the cavern ceiling, several feet overhead. The smoke from a fire inside the cave would have left a residue, including organic material as well as several chemical byproducts of burning wood.

      Sure enough, the headset registered a single, consistent age for the carbon residue on the ceiling—4015 to 4025 years old. I double-checked the chemical residues as well, and they all confirmed the date range.

      My mind raced as I did the math. Last year, we had celebrated the bimillennial Remembrance Day. It had been two thousand years since the Reaping. If this fire had burned while the ancient painter decorated the painted wall, then it looked like the harvesters had visited a little over two thousand years before the Reaping, as well. My heart turned leaden, and dread twisted in my stomach.

      It had been so long since the Reaping that the tragedy that nearly destroyed humanity had become the stuff of myths and legends. Not a real thing. Certainly not a real danger, not any more.

      But what if the harvesters came back? If there was an actual pattern to the timing of their visits, then they were due to return in about fifteen years. One of the harvesting ships had crash-landed during the reaping, and the wreckage was stored in the capital. Once upon a time, studying the wreckage had been a priority to the High Council. For a while, there was even a push toward building our own spacecraft, but over the past century, the High Council’s priorities had shifted to more mundane, earthly matters.

      If I was right, then that would all change. As soon as the High Council heard of this, I had no doubt that every possible resource would be channeled into studying the wreckage and preparing for the harvesters’ return. It all sounded so crazy, even just as unvoiced thoughts spinning around inside my head.

      I needed to get back to the house and tell Father what I’d found. He would be able to tell if there was any merit to the discovery. I used the spectromicles to capture images of the paintings on the wall, as well as the surrounding area of the cavern, hoping that Father would prove me wrong. As much as I wanted this discovery to be the golden ticket that would take me to the capital, the price of being right was too high.

      Humanity had barely survived the Reaping, and the world had been thrown into centuries of chaos. I feared that another Reaping would destroy us entirely.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Where have you been?” Father thundered, storming into the kitchen.

      I froze, arms extended as I hung my jacket on the hook above the bench. “Father,” I said, turning to face him, “I have to tell you something.”

      Father stood in the doorway from the hall, anger adding height to his small stature and making him seem to fill up the doorway. “I would say so,” he said, voice raised. “Where are my spectromicles?”

      I felt the color drain from my face. I’d been hoping he wouldn’t notice that the priceless device was missing, or that he wouldn’t realize I’d borrowed the spectromicles until after I told him about my discovery. Then, he wouldn’t have minded so much. Now, however, he really minded.

      I turned back to the bench and pulled the fragile headgear from my basket. “They’re here, Father,” I said, setting the spectromicles on the table. “Nothing happened to them,” I added. “They’re fine.”

      Father’s bushy mustache twitched as he made incoherent angry noises. He stepped into the kitchen and snatched the spectromicles off the table. “Do you have any idea how much these are worth?” he asked, gently shaking the headgear at me. “Or what I had to do to get my hands on a pair? The University doesn’t just hand these out to every apprentice Historian who walks through their doors.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but—”

      “You’re too rash,” Father spluttered. “You don’t think before you act. This is why you’re not ready for University.”

      His words made my blood boil, and my hands balled into tight fists. “I found something, Father,” I snapped. “Look at the images I captured on your precious spectromicles and tell me it wasn’t worth the risk.”

      His eyes narrowed, but the same bone-deep curiosity that made him an excellent Historian made him put the spectromicles on his head to view the images. Ever so slowly, he pulled the nearest chair away from the kitchen table and sat. His mouth slackened as he scrolled through the images, and his lips parted, his anger replaced by astonishment.

      “Where is this, Rain?” Father asked, his words rushed by excitement.

      “Along the ridge trail,” I told him, turning to reclaim my coat from the hook on the wall, already anticipating his next words. “Part of the trail was washed out during the last storm, and I stumbled upon the entrance to the cave.”

      Father pushed the spectromicles up to his forehead, his eyes alight with excitement. “Take me there.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat at the kitchen table, fingers tapping a steady rhythm on the hardwood surface. Father would be back from the Town Hall any minute now, and I was eagerly anticipating the Elders’ decision. Town Halls were strictly eighteen and over. Only those old enough to vote in the Elder elections were allowed to attend. The rest of us just had to abide by their decisions until we were of age. I had begged Father to let me accompany him to the meeting—I had made the discovery, after all, so surely this counted as a special circumstance—but Father had put his foot down.

      What would the Elders decide to do? Would they order Father to go to the capital and inform the High Council of my discovery? Or would they order him to send me in his stead? He was a valuable asset to the town, and the Elders wouldn’t be eager to send him away. I, on the other hand, was expendable. The journey to the capital wasn’t without danger, and if something happened along the way, I could be replaced—maybe not easily, but another apprentice would eventually be chosen and all would be well.

      The back door opened, and Father stepped into the kitchen. Shiny droplets of rain glittered on the shoulders of his black raincoat. He shrugged off his coat and hung it on one of the hooks in the wall over the bench. Rubbing his hands together, he approached the hearth. He extended his hands toward the dying fire, more embers than flames by now.

      I stared at his back for a solid minute before breaking the suffocating silence. “Well?” I asked. “What happened?”

      “That Lucas really is a piece of work,” Father said, glancing back at me over his shoulder. “I can see why you have such a great dislike of him.”

      Lucas had turned eighteen the previous month, and according to Father, he had been making himself increasingly vocal at the weekly Town Halls. Father despised people who constantly felt the need to voice their ignorant and ill-informed thoughts. As the son of an Elder and the grandson of the Eldest, Lucas had a very high opinion of himself and believed his take on a situation was always needed. It wasn’t. Ever.

      “Why?” I asked, taking the bait. “What did he do?”

      Father snorted. “Lucas made an appeal to deliver the message to the capital himself, no doubt in an attempt to earn the High Council’s favor,” Father said, then shook his head. “Mark my words, Rainy—one day, that boy’s ambition is going to get him killed.”

      I curled my lip, secretly hoping that day would come sooner rather than later. Guilt washed over the instant the thought crossed my mind, and I knocked twice on the tabletop, hoping the old superstition would nullify any bad karma I had just called upon myself for being so spiteful.

      “Are the Elders sending Lucas, then?” I asked, hoping to redirect Father back to the matter at hand.

      “No,” Father said with a low chuckle. He turned away from the hearth and pulled out a chair to sit across from me at the table. “The Eldest ordered his grandson to sit down and to stop making a fool of himself.” Father’s chuckle deepened to a laugh, his moustache shaking over his lips. “The boy didn’t like that one bit,” Father added. “Turned beet red and stomped out of the Hall, muttering to himself like a madman.”

      I snorted, savoring the mental image of the Eldest—Lucas’ own grandfather—telling Lucas off in public.

      “The Elders came to the conclusion that it would look best for North Falls if the town was represented by a full-fledged Historian, so they’re sending me with a full contingent of guards,” Father told me. He hesitated for a moment, his eyes filling with sympathy, and I braced for the blow. “But without you, Rain,” he finally admitted. “I petitioned to bring you—this is your discovery, after all—but the Elders agreed that in my absence, an apprentice Historian was better than no Historian. And with the Elder elections coming up, they’ll need someone who understands the records, so…”

      As he spoke, my eyes started to sting, tears welling on the brim of my eyelids. I jutted out my jaw to keep my chin from trembling and stared up at the ceiling, blinking back the tears.

      Father reached across the table, cover my hand with his. “I’m sorry, Rainy,” he said, giving my hand a squeeze. “I tried, truly. I will tell the High Council that you made the discovery and that I am merely a messenger. And while I am in the capital, I’ll visit the University and let them know to expect you at the start of the next term. Honestly, I should have sent you last term, but I dreaded how lonesome the house would feel without you here.” He smiled, his lips pressed together and his eyes shining with pride. “But now, you have proven that you are more than ready, and I cannot hold you back any longer.”

      I brightened at his words. “Really?” I said, sniffing as I wiped away the tears with my free hand.

      Father squeezed my fingers one last time before letting go. “Really.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of the floorboards creaking downstairs. Someone was walking around down there. It wasn’t like Father to stay up late, especially not before a big trip. I had helped him pack before coming upstairs to go to bed, and I’d heard him retire to his room just a few minutes later.

      I sat up and scooted to the edge of my bed, sliding my feet into my slippers. The fire had long since died, leaving the room dark and chilly. It had to be early morning. A quick glance at the clock on my nightstand confirmed my hunch; it was half past three in the morning.

      Perhaps Father had too much on his mind to sleep. From the sound of the movement downstairs, he was in the study, probably doing some last-minute research. I stood and started across the room to the bedroom door, intending to check on Father and see if he needed help with anything. I pulled my robe off the hook on the back of the door and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      But as I eased the door open, I heard Father’s familiar, soft snore drift down the hallway from his bedroom. I froze, hand glued to the doorknob. If Father was asleep in his room, then who was downstairs in his study?

      Releasing the doorknob, I backpedaled toward the fireplace and grabbed the iron fire poker, then stepped out of my slippers. I could move much more quietly without them.

      Ever so slowly, I sneaked downstairs and made my way to the study. The door was cracked open, and the desk lamp had been turned on, spilling golden light through the opening into the hallway. I raised the fire poker with one hand and placed my other hand on the door, palm flat against the smooth wood. My heart beat wildly, and my whole body trembled.

      I eased the door open, and my mouth fell open when I saw who was rummaging through Father’s desk: Lucas. He wore his guardsman uniform and was muttering something unintelligible under his breath.

      I must have made a noise, because Lucas suddenly looked up, alarm flashing across his face. His expression transformed a moment later, turning into a sneer. “Oh, it’s just you.”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I said brandishing the fire poker with both hands.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” he said, all but ignoring me as he returned to searching the desk’s drawers.

      I stepped into the study. “You need to leave, Lucas. Now.”

      Lucas looked up again, eyeing my makeshift weapon. “Or what?” His focus shifted to my face. “You’ll make me leave?” He laughed derisively.

      I took another step, moving toward the desk. “Get out.”

      Lucas straightened to his full height. He’d always been a one of the bigger kids, tall and strong, but now, he seemed like a giant, and I was all too aware of my small size.

      I gulped reflexively, but forced myself to stand my ground.

      Lucas rounded the desk. “Where are the spectromicles, Rain?” he demanded as he slowly stalked toward me.

      I couldn’t help but back up a step.

      “Tell me, and I won’t hurt you.” His lips twisted into a cruel smile, and his eyes narrowed. “Or better yet, don’t tell me, and I will hurt you.”

      I backed up another step, then turned to flee. But Lucas moved faster. His hand found my neck, and he pushed me through the doorway into the hall, slamming me against the hallway wall. The back of my skull struck the wood paneling, hard, and my ears rang from the impact, spots dancing across my vision. The fire poker slipped out of my grasp and hit the floor with a loud thunk.

      “Get your hands off my daughter!” Father shouted from farther up the hallway. He held out a pistol in front of him, aimed at Lucas.

      Taking advantage of the distraction, I jerked my leg upward, kneeing Lucas in the groin as hard as I could. His grip on my neck loosened, and he doubled over, groaning in pain. I scurried away, reclaiming the fire poker and holding it aloft like an ax.

      “Don’t move, Lucas,” Father said, backing toward the alarm button built into the wall beside the front door but keeping his pistol trained on the intruder. “I’m alerting the Watch. You made a grave mistake coming here tonight.”

      In a flash, Lucas drew his own pistol and fired.

      Time seemed to slow. I watched as Father stumbled backward, hands clutching at his chest. A crimson stain blossomed on his white sleep shirt. His back hit the front door, and he dropped to the floor, gasping for breath.

      The world took on a hazy, red tint, and all I could think about was stopping Lucas from hurting Father more. It felt like someone else was controlling my body as I lunged at him, swinging the fire poker at his head. It struck with a sickening crunch, the curved prong lodging inside his skull. With a grunt, I jerked it free, unleashing a spray of blood on the hallway wall. Lucas dropped like a stone.

      Chest heaving, I stared at him. At his body. At what I’d done. I felt nothing. Blank. Empty.

      Lucas was dead. And I was the one who had killed him.

      “Rainy,” Father said, his voice raspy and weak.

      I tore my stare from Lucas’ body and looked at Father—a tsunami of emotions rushed in. “Father!” I wailed, leaping over Lucas’ body and rushing toward where Father sat on the floor, propped up against the front door. I dropped to my knees, my hands hovering over Father’s wounded chest.

      The entire front of his shirt was soaked with blood, and his face was ashen. His breaths were quick, shallow, and wheezy, and his lips were stained red. The bullet must have struck one of his lungs.

      “I’ll call for help,” I said, stretching my arm to reach for the alarm button.

      “No!” Father said with surprising force. He coughed, spraying blood on my robe, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to help him. “You have to go, Rainy,” he said between shallow breaths. His hand found mine and clutched it tightly.

      I sat back on my heels, holding his hand in both of mine. “Go?” My chin trembled, and I stifled a sob. “Go where?”

      “It will be too dangerous here for you now. Take the spectromicles and go to the capital. Tell the High Council what you found.” He coughed, spraying blood at my face, and I turned my head away reflexively. “Tell them everything…about Lucas and”—Father held in another cough—“and what happened here.” With a shaking hand, he fished his Historian medallion out from the neck of his shirt. “Take this. It will open doors that would otherwise be shut to you.” After he finished speaking, his eyelids slowly drifted shut.

      “Father?” I said, my voice tremulous.

      Father’s eyelids fluttered open again, and a small smile curved his bloodstained lips. “I can hear your mother calling to me,” he said as something akin to contentment washed over his face. His entire body seemed to relax, and he no longer fought for each breath. He inhaled one last time. “So proud of my Rainy,” he said, his words barely audible. His hand went limp, and his head lolled forward.

      “Father?” I repeated, tears streaming down my cheeks. I shook his hand, his whole arm. “Father?” My face crumpled, and I choked on a sob. He was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I reined in my horses as we crested the ridge on our way out of the Qualmie Valley. I had brought both Father’s mare, Gertie, and my gelding, Rufus. It would be useful to be able to swap mounts, if an extended gallop was necessary, and a pack horse allowed me extra storage. I had packed as much as I could of our lives onto the horses. This was all I had left, now.

      The saddle creaked as I twisted to look back at the valley. The sun was just peeking over the mountains to the east, and far below, the town of North Falls was starting to wake up for the day. In another hour or so, Moira would find my note on the kitchen table, along with the bodies of Father and Lucas in the hallway. I trusted that she would follow my instructions to bury the bodies and scrub the house clean of all traces of the brutality from the previous night.

      A second note was to be delivered to the Elders, explaining that I hadn’t wanted to be left behind and that I had chased after Father, intending to follow him to the capital. By the time the Elders figured out what had really happened—if they ever did—it would be too late. I would already have explained the situation to the High Council, placing my fate in their hands and putting me out of the Elders’ reach.

      Father had been right; Now, it would be far too dangerous for me to stay. According to castle law, I was in the right to defend Father, myself, and our home against Lucas, but neither Elder Janis nor the Eldest would see it that way. To them, I would forever be the girl who murdered their kin.

      I would never return to North Falls. I would never see Father’s grave nor visit Mother’s again. I would never become the town Historian.

      My whole life, I had dreamed of leaving North Falls to see the world. Now, I would get my wish.

      And yet, I would trade it all for a chance to again see Father sitting in his chair by the fireplace, lost in a book. To feel the thrill of sneaking away for a day to go foraging in the woods, knowing that when I returned home, Father would be waiting. To tell Father that I loved him, just one last time.

      A tear streaked down my cheek, and I closed my eyes and bowed my head, saying my silent goodbye to Father and to this place. To everything I’d ever known.

      With a deep, cleansing breath, I opened my eyes and raised my head. I turned my back to the valley and, with a squeeze of my legs, nudged Rufus into motion. Gertie trailed closely, connected by a lead rope. I rode on toward the capital, the sun warming my back as a new day dawned.
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      “So, what you’re telling me, Doug, is that you don’t think we’re strong enough to help this little cause of yours? Is that it?” asked Prince Saha’ke.

      Doug struggled to formulate an answer. That fluster, in and of itself, was nothing new. In fact, it was pretty common. As far as Resistance recruiters went, Doug ranked somewhere between a newly minted rookie, fresh out of the Academy of the Negotiating and Recruiting Arts, and the janitorial staff of said institution—and that was if the janitorial staff was really struggling on the Human Resources front. He knew his less-than-stellar track record was what had prompted the endless run of assignments to bring in races of questionable value to the cause. Pacifists. Isolationists. Quasi-intelligent tofu. A planet that consisted solely of theoretical beings. And that was why he was, currently, in the Great Garden on Kube’ak, a planet of evolved botanical life-forms, two weeks into a negotiation to bring the diminutive flower beings into the Resistance.

      Finally, he managed, “No, esteemed Prince Saha’ke, your fighting prowess and exploits of your bravery are well-known throughout the cosmos, even reaching my people on Earth.” Doug reassured the Kube’ak native, “As I’ve stated before, the Resistance humbly asks for your help in these most dire of situations—”

      “But just not to fight those overgrown Krad bastards,” the prince interjected.

      “The cause is more than just fighting. We don’t feel that avenue would be the most productive use of your skills and resources,” Doug replied, bowing.

      Prince Saha’ke stepped down from his wooden throne. He stroked his leafy mane with a spindly arm as he made his way to Doug, who was sitting cross-legged on a neatly curated patch of pebbles. The prince approached the recruiter, placed a thorny hand on his knee, and vaulted into his lap. He was as heavy as a pile of leaves…which was understandable as he was, essentially, a pile of leaves. Beads of sweat started to trickle down Doug’s forehead, the palms of his hands moistened. He did not lock eyes with the royal flower; his gaze drifted to the periphery, where dozens of the prince’s subjects all stood stoically. The diversity of colors was quite stunning and, had Doug not been in the midst of a longer-than-it-should-be recruitment, he would have taken some time to smell the Kube’aks.

      A light prick on Doug’s nose refocused his attention on Prince Saha’ke. The electric yellow pine needle was not a particularly imposing weapon, but it still wasn’t enjoyable to be stabbed in the fleshy tip of one’s nose.

      He could really put someone’s eye out with that, thought Doug.

      “Now do you really think we can’t help fight the Krad?” asked Prince Saha’ke, his spear remaining squarely aimed at Doug’s nose.

      “It has nothing to do with how tough you are,” pleaded Doug. “If there was an army of clones of me, I wouldn’t ask them to fight either.”

      “Well, of course not,” exclaimed the prince, laughing, “you are weak. We are a strong race. We’ve defended this planet against many enemies and would-be usurpers. Have you heard the tales of the Mass Pollination and the dreaded insectoid invaders from Kube’ak Beta?”

      “Yes, many times,” Doug replied.

      “Then you know that the Krad will succumb to our might,” the prince concluded, his chest extending beyond his face.

      “Your Highness, I’m sure that was a wonderful victory, but the Krad possess size and abilities that make it difficult for your people to help in a militaristic manner. It wouldn’t be a wise plan of attack,” said Doug.

      “Have you heard about the time—” began the prince.

      “Prince, you are five inches tall! The Krad can crush your entire civilization by simply landing on your planet. Seriously. They land. Plop! You’re squished. Every one of you. Done. Over. Can’t you see this?” Doug shouted.

      The entire Great Garden went silent.

      Prince Saha’ke snarled then lowered his spear. He leapt from Doug’s lap and headed back to his throne. His guards surrounded the Kube’ak royal, weapons drawn.

      “Look, I didn’t mean to yell—” Doug began, but the prince cut him off.

      “If we are so useless, why are you here, Earth man Doug? Why have you been here for two weeks? Why does the Resistance want us? We are too puny to do anything to the Krad, right?” asked Prince Saha’ke.

      Doug inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly.

      Now, how do I answer this? C’mon, Doug, remember. What does the manual say? This is a ‘crossroads moment.’ I’ve read that chapter like six times. I know this. Think.

      He could taste the bits of sweat that had made their way to his lips. He wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve.

      “See, uh, you and your people are really, uh,” Doug stammered, his thoughts blurring in his own mind. Words became increasingly impossible to wrangle. They merged together in nonsensical patterns. He closed his eyes to try and halt the gibbering madness.

      “Yes?” asked the prince.

      “So, what I’m trying to say is, uh, ya’ know, the Krad are, well, they are—” he continued.

      “They are what?” questioned the prince.

      “They are evil!” blurted Doug. The drive for a clarity of thought was abandoned; a subconscious autopilot set in. “And, for what I can tell, you aren’t. Your people aren’t. You don’t deserve to be absorbed by the Krad for a few extra moments of energy or whatever they do to things. Every race has a right to exist and evolve and do whatever it is that they do. And, yes, you’re small and fragile and probably couldn’t even break the skin on a grape with those tiny spears. And, yes, you probably aren’t even registering on the Krad’s radar yet. And, yes, you could be taken out by a deranged landscape artist. So, it’s simple logic that you would have no chance against a biomechanical warship with the lust for consuming life-forms at all costs. And, yes—”

      “Enough!” proclaimed Prince Saha’ke, hand raised. “I have heard enough, Earth man!”

      That definitely wasn’t how negotiations were outlined in the manual, thought Doug.

      “Prince, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice,” Doug said, repeatedly bowing his head.

      The prince raised his hand again. Doug stopped his apology. The Kube’ak royal clicked his fingers against the arm of his throne. His guardsmen kept their pine needle javelins aimed at the Earth recruiter as a group of four Kube’aks scurried, in unison, to the prince.

      They disappeared behind the wall of guards and began talking to the prince, out of earshot of the Earth man. Though Doug couldn’t hear anything of consequence, the prince’s expressions were very much visible; and they painted a bleak picture. This went on for minutes. Then, hours. Eventually, the four Kube’aks scampered out from behind the wall of guards and out of sight in the same manner as they had approached the prince. The guards lowered their spears. Saha’ke straightened his posture and cleared his throat.

      “Doug, Earth Resistance recruiter, and our guest for the last—well, a while—we have heard your case. I have discussed it among my closest counsel. It has been a heated debate. Many pros and cons lists were created, revised, discarded, and revisited. Many coins were flipped. Many Kube’aks skilled in the mystic arts and tellers of fortune were consulted. And we have come to this conclusion,” Prince Saha’ke stated. He then looked around the Great Garden at his loyal subjects, smiling, nodding, and waving to them all.

      “I eagerly await your decision,” Doug said, breaking the silence.

      The prince’s stare snapped back to the Resistance recruiter.

      Pretty sure, I’m not supposed to annoy a recruit.

      “Yes, the decision is…” Saha’ke began.

      Spit it out, thought Doug.

      “We need more time,” finished the prince. “We need more data to make the right decision. We ask that you remain on the planet or nearby as we continue the debate.”

      Doug’s stomach shriveled and lunged erratically as if it was trying to exit his abdomen. His throat dried up.

      “You need more time?” he asked, his voice cracking as his words tried to navigate the sandy desert of his vocal cords.

      “Yes.”

      Doug’s face was in his hands before he even realized that his frustration was so visible.

      “Do you have a problem with our decision?” Saha’ke inquired.

      “Honorable Prince, I respect your decision,” Doug said, his face still firmly planted in his palms. “I know that—”

      A high-pitched tone cut him off. It beeped rapidly. Doug raised his head and looked around to try and identify the source of the piercing sound. The Kube’aks appeared to be equally put off by the noise.

      “Who has dishonored the Great Garden with this abominable sound?” shouted one of the prince’s advisors.

      Oh, that’s me, Doug realized. He reached down and removed his communicator from his belt. He looked at the incoming code. His stomach found a way to shrivel up even more and his throat lost the last remaining globules of moisture.

      Doug immediately rose to his feet. The Kube’ak guards drew their weapons, as a collective gasp echoed throughout the Great Garden.

      “I’m sorry, Prince Saha’ke, I have to take this. It’s kind of important. I’m so sorry. I really am.” Doug bowed as he exited. “Please forgive me. I don’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      As he left the confines of the Kube’ak meeting place, he opened up the communication device.

      “This is Doug. Outpost #1954G.”

      “This is General Hausen. From headquarters. Where are you, recruiter?” The General’s voice sounded as if it was devoid of joy, happiness, or anything that might be construed as warm and fluffy.

      “Uh, I’m, uh, on this planet called—”

      “You can do it, Doug,” smirked Hausen. “Just use simple words.”

      “Kube’ak, sir. I’m on Kube’ak,” Doug answered. “On the outskirts of my recruiting territory.”

      “Still?” the General inquired.

      “Yes, sir. I’m having a real difficult time with these Kube’aks, sir. They’re stubborn. Good beings but stubborn. They basically all have a death wish. The entire civilization. But, I’m due back to Earth shortly, after I figure out what to do with Prince Saha’ke and his people.”

      “How long have you been there? Aren’t they just flowers or something? Never mind. No time to discuss it. Get to your ship now, I need to brief you on something. Your services are needed,” Hausen barked.

      “You need my help?” Doug asked.

      “Yes, I’m as shocked as you are. But get to your ship now. That’s an order.”
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        * * *

      

      The Starship Please was a transport-class vessel from a simpler time in Earth’s space-faring history. Rife with dents, burns, patches, and scratches—everything from laser hits to collisions with space junk—the ship was busted and beat up; getting from point A to point B had taken its toll on the craft. When other life-forms encountered the Please, the phrase, “they don’t make ‘em like this anymore” was not far behind. Doug was very aware of how they meant it. But, despite its flaws, imperfections, and countless technical defects that wouldn’t pass the most crooked inspection, the Please was Doug’s home. In fact, it had been his home for some time. And he preferred it over any of the alien worlds that he had been sent to because, unlike those planets, the Please didn’t possess any life-forms other than Doug. He was alone. And he liked it that way.

      The hydraulic pumps lowered the ramp to the rear of the ship. Doug sauntered up the incline into a cargo area and proceeded farther into the innards of the craft. At the pinnacle of its transporting career, Doug surmised the Please could haul fifty to sixty passengers on top of a crew of five to ten, depending on the level of intimacy that was acceptable. When Doug first stepped foot on the ship as a young recruiter, the crew totaled seven. Seven of the best and brightest that the Academy had to offer. Now the manifest showcased a single name: Doug Henson.

      After traversing a narrow corridor, Doug slid into the modest cockpit and glided his posterior into the captain’s chair. He flipped a few switches and pecked in a few codes on the navigation panel to his left. He spun around and struck a metallic box with a clenched fist. It fizzed and purred, then sparked.

      “That’s not good,” Doug said aloud.

      He hit it again and the sound dissipated.

      “That’s more like it,” he began. “Now let’s see what the good General wants with us, okay?”

      The Starship Please did not respond.

      Doug entered in a few more sequences and General Hausen appeared on the forward view screen. He was as Doug remembered him. His face angular. His head flat. His eyes beady. The only difference was that his once-black hair now contained prominent streaks of silver. They were almost reflective. Like most aspects of the General, Doug found them off-putting.

      “Good, you reached out,” started Hausen.

      “You did ask me to, right, sir?” replied Doug.

      “Yes, I did. Most assuredly, I did. But some of the boys and girls here didn’t think you’d actually reach back out. It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you and I are talking now. Where are you again?”

      “On Kube’ak, sir.”

      “You haven’t left the surface yet?” Hausen inquired.

      “No, sir.”

      “I told you to call me when you’re in your ship,” barked Hausen.

      “I am in my ship. Just on the surface,” replied Doug.

      For a moment, all that Doug could hear was what could be best described as growling. No words. Just what seemed to be the audible manifestation of scorn and contempt.

      “Are you insane? They could be intercepting our channel as we speak,” roared Hausen. “I’m about to relay a highly classified mission and you’re sitting on a non-Resistance planet on a non-encrypted channel?”

      General Hausen kept screaming, but after the phrase “highly classified mission,” Doug tuned out. The General’s voice became one long, loud, unintelligible bellow. He continued on and for what felt like ages.

      Why would he be telling me a classified mission? I’m not the mission type. I’m more of the hang out and hear the stories-about-the-mission kind of guy, Doug thought.

      “Did you get that? Henson, did you get that?” shouted the general.

      “Yes, sir,” Doug replied, snapping to attention. “Sorry, sir. But you’ve got nothing to worry about. The Kube’aks haven’t even made it to the lowest echelons of technological advancement. No jet propulsion. No harnessing the atom. Not even salad tongs. Though, the more I think about it, they may never get to the salad tong phase.”

      “That’s all fine and good but you can’t get to Raya-Hon sitting on a planet full of talking shrubs,” snapped General Hausen. “Time is not on our side.”

      “Raya-Hon?” asked Doug.

      “Yes, you do know it, right? It’s the nearest planet to Kube’ak, you know, the planet that you’re on, genius,” Hausen snarked. Blotches of crimson pocked his skin; Doug could see his jaw muscles tighten.

      “Why do you want me to go to Raya-Hon?” Doug asked timidly.

      The red patches now consumed the general’s entire face.

      “You’re kidding me. You have to be kidding me. You want me to repeat everything that I just said,” he shouted. “Everything I just said to you less than thirty seconds ago. Is that right, Henson?”

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I must have missed a tiny detail or two about the assignment,” Doug replied.

      “I will make this very simple for you. Are you listening to me? Nod your head once for ‘yes,’ please.” The condescension in Hausen’s tone was palpable.

      Doug, not wanting to have the conversation continue longer than it absolutely had to, nodded.

      “Good boy,” Hausen smirked. He cleared his throat and began. “A short time ago, our envoy to Raya-Hon was ambushed.”

      “Raya-Hon? As in, the monster-riders of Raya-Hon?”

      Hausen did not acknowledge the interruption. He pressed on.

      “On that ship were the Chancellor and his board. Also, the Strato Elite.”

      “Who from the Strato Elite? Some of them used to be on this ship,” Doug interrupted again, but Hausen didn’t continue; he paused and burrowed his gaze into Doug’s eyes.

      “All of them. All of them are gone. Dead. At the hands of the Krad. We knew how important the Raya-Hon were to the cause. More accurately, how important it was for them to stay away from Krad absorption. Our intelligence is predicting that if the Raya-Hon were to be harvested by the Krad, their power would reach levels that would be too much for our Resistance and the Teku, combined. So, we sent everyone. The Chancellor. The Strato Elite. Everyone.”

      Doug tried his best to process the information. His thoughts were stuck in an unyielding bog of tar—and all fixated on that single bit of news: they’re all dead.

      “And that’s why you need to leave Kube’ak immediately and beat that Krad ship to Raya-Hon,” General Hausen began. “As much as I hate to say this—and I truly do—but you’re our best chance at stopping the Krad from gaining a potentially insurmountable advantage over us. And over the entire known universe.”

      “You want me to try and recruit the monster-riders to the Resistance? A race that we know almost nothing about that ride around on monsters that are the size of moons?” Doug asked.

      “No, I don’t want you, Doug. But since you are the closest recruiter that we have to Raya-Hon, all that we have is you. And the Krad ship’s trajectory clearly shows that Raya-Hon is its primary target,” Hausen retorted.

      “Are the Teku aware?” asked Doug.

      “We don’t know what those self-righteous spaceships are doing or planning. We never do. After we eliminate the Krad, I’d love to see those bastards introduced to a particularly hungry black hole,” snapped Hausen.

      “Can’t the Raya-Hon fight off the Krad ship?” questioned Doug.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. All that I know is that if we aren’t there, we have no chance of getting them to join our cause and save them from being digested, ingested, absorbed, or whatever by the Krad. You need to get that rusted bucket of bolts airborne. We’ve wasted too much time already. I’ve just sent you the most optimal route to the planet. I know the navigation on that junk pile probably leaves something to be desired.”

      “What about the Kube’aks?” asked Doug.

      The transmission went black.

      “I can’t do this,” Doug said aloud as he sank in his chair. “I just spent two weeks trying to convince a petunia with a bad attitude to join up and not fight and I got nothing. Now, I’m supposed to get some rampaging monsters and their wranglers to say ‘yes’ before a Krad ship comes and tries to eat everyone. This is ludicrous. I’m sure someone else can do this; and they’ll do a better job, too. A way better job. I’m due back on Earth soon anyway. I can always just go back and explain myself to General Hausen. He might understand.”

      The forward screen blinked and projected the navigational charts for the quickest route to Raya-Hon. Doug stared at the map. He thought of his former colleagues; his memories of serving alongside them on the Starship Please. They weren’t all great, sure, but they were his memories.

      He set the course.
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        * * *

      

      The aging shuttle decelerated as an ovoid moon appeared on the forward view screen. It wasn’t an exceptionally large moon, but it was severely misshapen as if it were a foam-rubber chew toy left unsupervised with a particularly aggressive three-headed ice wombat. Doug gently tapped the control panel as the Please nestled into a holding pattern in the shadows of the unique celestial body. A digital readout appeared as an overlay on the forward screen, displaying the details around the two objects in view.

      Astral object. Type: unknown. Name: unknown. Orbiting: Planet Raya-Hon. Additional details: None.

      Well, that’s helpful. Doug smirked and continued to poke and prod the panel. The view screen tightened on the massive brown planet.

      Astral object. Type: planet. Name: Raya-Hon. Additional details: Please identify area of interest. Geology. Flora. Fauna. Trade Relationships. Famous Musical Acts. Lodging. Nightlife. Where to Dine? Miscellaneous.

      Doug continued to consult the ship’s database on Raya-Hon, for which there was shockingly little information. There wasn’t an existing planet in the Resistance that made frequent contact with the mysterious Raya-Hon. No trade alliances, no scientific exchanges, not even a single birthday invite. What intel that did exist consisted of three things: the Raya-Hon rode monsters; the monsters were big; and the monsters could travel beyond the planet’s atmosphere without so much as a lightweight jacket.

      Doug’s deep dive into all things Raya-Hon was cut short by a cavalcade of crimson lights pulsating throughout the cockpit. The banshee wails of the ship’s sirens would cause the ears of a sentient muffler to bleed. Doug’s eyes widened as four craft came into view, all originating from the thermosphere of Raya-Hon. He couldn’t make out if they were armed or not; if they were military or diplomatic. They all appeared to be unique designs of varying sizes. Maybe they’re a little bit military, a little bit diplomatic. Another four appeared behind the original quartet. Then a dozen more. Then another dozen or so. In a matter of moments, the entire planet of Raya-Hon was surrounded by a garrison of misfit space craft.

      The recruiter turned off the alarm and frantically tried to open up communication with the planet. The outreach was accepted on an audio-only channel.

      That’s step one, thought Doug, harkening back to his manual.

      “Representatives of the honorable planet of Raya-Hon, I come with no ill will or aggression,” Doug said, voice cracking and his legs tingling.

      Nothing.

      He tried again. “Representatives of the honorable planet of Raya-Hon, I come with no ill will or aggression. My name is Doug. Doug Henson. I come from the planet Earth, lead planet of the Resistance movement against the evil Krad.”

      Still nothing.

      “Are you able to hear me? I repeat, distinguished representatives of the Raya-Hon, are you able to hear me?”

      There was no response. But the barrier created by the Raya-Hon ships began to shift. A few of the ships in the direct center, the largest of the fleet, began to make their way toward the Earth vessel. The straight line quickly morphed into a “V” with the vanguard ships now coming into clear view. Doug’s chest tightened as his very breath was sucked from his mouth.

      The vessel nearest the Please was steely in color, with an outer hull that appeared to glimmer against the cosmic tapestry. The bow was long and cylindrical and extended far beyond the gargantuan frame. It was a hulking behemoth of a ship—had it been a ship at all.

      “That’s a…” he Doug began to audibly mutter to no one.

      “A monster?” echoed a voice throughout the cockpit. It was a rich baritone, full of texture and formality. “I believe that is what you call them, correct?”

      The space monster pivoted, exposing his underbelly to the Please. It stretched out its two arms, each ending in three-digit claws the size of a battle cruiser. The tube-like neck uncoiled with the fluidity of a dancer and showcased a three-eyed reptiloid head. An elongated snout and jaw opened to reveal multiple rows of fangs that could slice a meteor in half.

      “Yes. You could call it that,” Doug whimpered.

      The other monsters began to flank the lead beast. Each one was titanic in size. Each one unique in appearance. The horde of interstellar beasts was like nothing Doug had ever seen—or even dreamed. A pantheon of space dragons. An armor-shelled winged wolf that would have towered over the tallest building on Earth. A tentacled erecto-varmint. A cosmic gazelle.

      “We find that terminology to be outdated and borderline offensive,” the voice responded.

      “I’m sorry, please forgive me,” begged the Earth recruiter. “Admittedly, I am unfamiliar with your naming conventions and customs and—”

      “Let it be known to the council of Hon, the virtuous stewards of this magnificent planet, that we would never use such offensive language to describe the noble protectors.”

      The voice was decidedly different than the first. The tonality and cadence sounded… human.

      “It will be added to the record, no doubt, distinguished representative of the Krad.”

      Doug’s ribcage caved in on itself; he could feel the warmth of embarrassment consume his face.

      They beat me here.

      The Earth recruiter searched for a counter. He dug deep.

      “I may have used undesirable phrasing, for which I am sorry, but at least I did not refer to you as ‘Hon’—when everyone knows that you are the mighty Raya-Hon,” Doug pronounced, a smile returning to his face.

      The Raya-Hon did not respond. But the Krad ship did.

      “You see how the Earth and their terrorist allies view you. They don’t even know the difference between the Raya and the Hon. We Krad honor your existence. The beautiful symbiosis between your two distinct races, each individually exceptional, yet, when together, unlike any other beings that the Krad have ever encountered.”

      Doug’s smile faded quickly.

      “I didn’t—” he began before being interrupted by the Krad.

      “You didn’t know that the Raya and the Hon are distinct races, Earth man. You didn’t know because you and your people are self-indulged, narrow-minded, and focused solely on preventing the evolution of races so that your own meek and unimportant existence aren’t left behind and forgotten. The Krad have never seen life-forms so obsessed with being at the top of the food chain and so oblivious to their actual place on it. I am confident that races as advanced as the Raya and the Hon will see through this. You probably thought they actually ride monsters, too.”

      In fact, Doug had thought that.

      “Now,” began the Krad, “before you dropped in on our conversation, prompting the legion of majestic Raya to leave the planet and disrupt the proceedings, I was speaking to the Hon council. Since you have disrespected this discussion with your ignorance, I would encourage you to leave before you are disposed of.”

      “Actually, representative from the Krad, though he does appear ill-prepared for a meaningful dialogue, we Hon believe he should have the opportunity to plead his case. If you truly believe in your cause, a dissenting point of view should not be concerning,” replied the Hon representative.

      Doug’s eyes widened. “Thank you, honorable Hon, thank you,” he shouted.

      “Very well, the fairness of your judgment dwarfs my own,” replied the living ship. “My final point—and the most critical—is that the Krad represent the true path to evolution. Once acquired, your existence will be one with all of the others, creating a single truth. Your own symbiotic linkage to the Raya is one-to-one, yes? This is infinite life-forms-to-one. That is the singularity of the Krad. One existence for all living things. Instead of potentially waiting millions of your planetary cycles, I offer you immediate gratification. Immediate evolutionary enlightenment. Become one with the Krad and you save your race countless eons of pain and suffering that comes with following the natural course of growth. The Krad are inevitable.”

      The warmth in the Earth recruiter’s body vanished. The Krad’s words turned his body into a living cadaver. The biomechanical ship, with his eerily human voice, was eloquent. He was persuasive. And because Doug was not able to establish a visual connection with the Hon representatives, he wasn’t able to read their expressions to the Krad’s recruitment pitch.

      “We have heard your offer, Krad. Now, your enemy may speak to the council,” said the Hon.

      Doug searched for a lever on the underside of the control panel. He pulled it. A compartment opened up. From the console, he pulled out a metallic tablet. On a panel affixed to the side of the tablet were the words: The Art of Negotiating with Alien Races: The Official Handbook. Doug quickly entered in numerous numerical sequences.

      No, not that one. Maybe this one? Doug said to himself.

      “Unless the representative from Earth does not wish to speak to us,” the Hon council member said. Until this point, there was little emotion in his voice. But there was no mistaking a faint bit of annoyance.

      “Apologies, honorable Raya-Hon. Sorry, I mean honorable Hon,” stuttered Doug. “I was just consulting my…oh, screw it.”

      Doug tossed the tablet out of the cockpit and into the hallway. He filled his lungs with as much manufactured oxygen as he could visibly intake, then loudly deflated.

      “You are right,” began Doug. “I didn’t know that you are called ‘Hon.’ And these giant monsters are called the ‘Raya.’ I didn’t even know that ‘monster’ isn’t appropriate to say. I’m ignorant regarding almost everything having to do with you and your race. Do you know what I was doing before this? I was on a planet down the road, talking to a bunch of flowers.”

      “Interesting,” interrupted the Hon.

      “You know what? They were skeptical, too,” continued Doug. “They still are skeptical. I would be, too. You don’t know what our intentions are; we don’t have the best track record and we are a bit self-centered, yeah. But this Resistance isn’t about what’s right about Earth and our allies. It’s about the Krad and what they’re trying to do. They’re absorbing beings left and right, chewing them up for fuel and discarding the remains. There was a time when you could have argued that it was a symbiosis. I know the Teku argue that every time we point a laser at them. But the Krad harvest us and every other sentient race they encounter and dump the bodies straight into space.”

      “We offer evolutionary advancement,” the Krad ship interjected.

      “We don’t offer that,” Doug retorted. “We offer a fight against the Krad’s mangled view of evolutionary advancement. We offer loss and heartbreak and potential failure, all things that come with a conflict. We offer your race the hope that you can evolve at your own pace. That might be eventual enlightenment or it might be extinction. The Krad claim to be inevitable. We don’t think anything is inevitable.”

      “I see,” replied the Hon leader. “One of you offers us the ability to reach the pinnacle of evolution by sacrificing our current existence and becoming one with the Krad. The other offers us involvement in what will likely be a prolonged war against a formidable foe with a presence stretching the entire length of the universe. I will consult with my fellow council members, but we will likely have an answer soon. There is but one clear choice, it appears.”

      The Hon cut communication. As promised, communication was reestablished mere moments later. And this time, with visuals. It was single Hon individual. It was humanoid in stature, bigger than an Earth human, but its mauve skin had almost no definition, as if it were a two-dimensional drawing. Rising from a set of broad shoulders was a stalk-like neck and an egg-shaped head with two bulging red eyes.

      Its eyes shifted from a bright red to a deep crimson as it spoke from a mouth devoid of teeth.

      “We have heard from you both. We have no interest in going to battle when it is unnecessary.”

      Doug’s head dropped.

      “But,” the Hon continued, “we have no interest in being forced out of our way of life and into the Krad. So, we offer both of you this: leave our system in the next quarter-turn of our smallest moon—I believe that’s an Earth hour or so—or the garrison of Raya that you see before you will be set loose.”

      For the first time, the Krad ship appeared from the other side of the misshapen moon. The ship was bigger than Doug had imagined, larger than a majority of the Raya that surrounded the planet.

      “You have made a mistake, Raya-Hon. I will comply with your ultimatum, but know this, it will only be a matter of time before you are forcibly consumed by the Krad. The Krad are inevitable.”
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        * * *

      

      Doug had failed in his mission. General Hausen was not going to be kind. But, at least, the Krad had also been denied access to the Raya-Hon. Maybe he would show some mercy and only strip his rank and boot him out of the service. Doug could live with that, the keyword being “live.”

      The gigantic Krad pivoted away from Raya-Hon and headed toward the Starship Please. It was encroaching on the Please in a blink of an eye.

      Doug was being hailed. With visual. He accepted the transmission.

      On the forward screen, standing perfectly erect, was an Earth female. She donned a uniform that mirrored Doug’s, but it was tattered and torn, and she sported a full-lipped grin that jolted his memory like potent horseradish.

      “Hey, there, Doug,” the female said as she pushed back a few locks of wheat-blonde hair that had fallen out of place, exposing an obsidian bruise. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Cece? How are you still…” he started but paused. “Hausen said you died. What are you doing on the Krad ship? What are you doing alive?”

      Cece chuckled. Doug always loved her laugh. But he couldn’t remember ever seeing her laugh with dried blood clinging to the corners of her mouth.

      “Oh, Doug, you don’t get it, do you? This is where we are supposed to be. Where you are supposed to be. Where the Raya-Hon will eventually be,” she stated, never breaking her smile. Her eyes never stopped twinkling.

      “Don’t say that, Cece. Did the others survive, too? Thorin? Lynn? I will let Hausen know that you aren’t dead,” Doug said in a panic. He began to establish a channel back to Earth, but it was jammed immediately.

      “You don’t want to do that, Doug. Don’t be foolish. Hausen doesn’t care about us,” Cece continued. “Just do the smart thing and come on board the ship. It’s time for you to evolve, like we are.”

      Her grin never wavered. She was a puppet with a face in a state of perpetual stasis; and her puppeteer was the very being that had turned her into one.

      “Cece, that’s not you. I know it. I don’t know about the others, but I know you were my friend. A real friend. Remember when you were promoted off our dump of a ship and into a real position? It was my happiest day in this damn job. Finally, someone who wasn’t an ass or a ‘yes man’ or a snake was in a position of authority. And I know this—whatever this is—isn’t you,” Doug exclaimed. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get you out of there. Hausen will send help, I know he will.”

      “You’re a bigger idiot than most humans,” a barrel-chested Earth male bellowed, stepping into the view screen and standing next to the ever-smiling Cece. “I knew you were a moron, ill-equipped to do anything in life—especially be a recruiter—but this seals the deal. We gave you a way out. A chance to voluntarily give yourself to the Krad. Even you could achieve the singularity. Now, you will disintegrate into nothing.”

      “They have you, too, Thorin?” asked Doug.

      The bulky recruiter stroked his beard, which extended down to a name plate that read Dr. Thorin Zabbo on his left breast. His head twitched irregularly, slinging a long ponytail over his right shoulder.

      “They don’t have me, Henson. I am with them. You need to do the same before you’re turned into dust, missing out on the chance to be part of the one true existence. This isn’t that hard, Henson.”

      Thorin Zabbo also possessed a permanent expression, but, instead of Cece’s welcoming smile, his was a disdainful scowl. This was how Doug remembered Thorin. It was the expression that he’d worn for much of their shared time on the Starship Please.

      “Why do you resist, Henson?” inquired Zabbo. “You offer nothing to the Resistance that you blindly follow. You have done what? Brought it a few irrelevant races? Quasi-intelligent tofu? Come on. Flower people? How’d that go? They put you out in the middle of nowhere because they know you’re incompetent. In fact, you have one assignment in your career that’s of some level of importance and you did what? You failed. The Raya-Hon are not part of the Resistance. Never will be. But they will become part of the Krad eventually. If your Resistance is even still around by that time, it will be squashed. The Krad will, regretfully, have to eliminate much of humankind without the chance for absorption, without the chance for enlightenment. Your inadequacies caused this, Henson. There is a reason that you didn’t make it to the Strato Elite like myself and Cece and the others. You couldn’t even make it out of 1954G. Cut your losses. Cut your losses and join us.”

      Doug’s tears formed a salty tributary down his cheeks. If tears could cut skin, these would have engraved his cheekbones. He searched for an argument, something to challenge Thorin’s claims. He didn’t have one.

      Cece stepped in front of the broad-shouldered recruiter until she consumed most of the forward view screen.

      “He’s not wrong, you know, Doug,” she began with her usual melodic cadence. “You should really join us and forget about the life that you had. Forget all of the people who made fun of you. Forget Hausen. Forget all of the people who improved their station in life while you wilted away on that pathetic ship. Forget all of the failures. All of them. From that first time you asked me out to that time you couldn’t even recruit a race of flowers into the Resistance.”

      How’d she know that?

      “You know I’m your friend, Doug,” she continued. “Trust me. The Krad are inevitable. Join us. Join me.”

      Doug’s face found itself in his open palms once again. His mind’s eye was nothing but an abyss of black… then a few flickering moments of his time on the Please with Cece and Thorin and the rest of the crew. He saw a handshake with a leader of aquatic pacifists on a planet—a planet whose name he couldn’t even remember. He saw Cece with her hand on his back telling him that she wasn’t interested in going on a date. Images of General Hausen barking orders, the pine needle javelin of Prince Saha’ke pointed at his nose, and finally, the Hon leader issuing the ultimatum to leave. His stomach soured as the images continued. But then he remembered how beautiful the Great Garden was on Kube’ak. The diversity. The smells and colors. He remembered how the quasi-intelligent race of tofu spent a thousand years with a single partner in an unrivaled show of loyalty and devotion, and the aquatic pacifists switched partners with every high tide, culminating in a planet-wide celebration of joy and happiness. He remembered his acceptance letter to the Academy and how his parents had glowed with pride for the only time that he could recall. He remembered the first time that he’d known Cece was a real friend.

      He slowly raised his head from his hands. He locked eyes with Cece’s. He noticed how empty they were, vapid. Those are not Cece’s eyes, thought Doug.

      “Nope, I don’t think so,” he proclaimed. “I’m not coming aboard. I’m not joining you. The Krad aren’t inevitable. And they will know that soon enough.”

      Cece’s smile did not waver.

      Thorin spoke. “If you try and run back to Hausen, you won’t make it beyond this moon,” the brute roared. “We will have no choice but to destroy you.”

      Doug stood from the captain’s chair.

      “I have no plans to run. By my calculations, I have about fifteen minutes to convince the Raya-Hon that the Krad are worth risking their lives to eliminate. Nothing is inevitable,” Doug exclaimed.

      “Then we will kill you now,” Cece said as her grin fell emphatically to a frown. The bodies of Cece and Thorin Zabbo crumpled to the floor. The puppeteer had cut the marionette’s strings.

      The transmission went black.
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        * * *

      

      The biomechanical behemoth filled the forward view screen of the Starship Please. All the Krad needed to do was gently tap the aging transport vessel and the Please would become nothing more than insignificant space debris.

      Doug plugged away at the panel. Regardless of how he planned the exit trajectory and computed the evasive maneuver models, he wouldn’t make it around the misshapen moon before being overtaken. He gazed down at cluster of knobs and dials to his right. His weapons. A dogfight with the Krad would be an even shorter experiment than a retreat. The Krad was now so close to the Please that Doug could have reached out of the cockpit and touched the ship’s organic outer sheath.

      The recruiter opened up a channel back to Earth. Maybe Hausen can alert the closest legion and they’ll take care of this Krad, he reasoned. No one accepted. He opened up an agnostic channel to all in the sector.

      “Anyone,” Doug shouted, “anyone out there at all who picks up this communication. The Krad are here. I repeat, the Krad are here. One of the ships is leaving Raya-Hon and could be heading toward you. Please do not give in. Please reach out to the Resistance.”

      A voice echoed throughout the Starship Please. It was vaguely human and then shifted to something entirely alien to Doug’s ear.

      “It didn’t have to be this way, Earth man,” the voice belched, holding on to the last syllable of every word. “Granted, you wouldn’t have provided much to the Krad, but even a minuscule scrap shouldn’t be wasted. Now, you die. The Krad are inevitable.”

      The Krad ship let loose an opening salvo that rocked the little transport vessel. Most of the firepower missed the Please, but even the small amount that did connect sent the ship hurtling backward in an uncontrollable spin that flipped his stomach. When the spacecraft regained inertial stability, one thing was clear. It was fried. The single impact had rendered nearly all of the systems, save life support and communications, unresponsive. Doug’s ship was dead in the water.

      The Krad lurched closer.

      This is the end.

      The view screen was suddenly overtaken by bright lights and explosions.

      Am I seeing my own death? But the bursts did little more than push the Please further from the approaching Krad. More explosions. Doug realized that his vessel wasn’t being damaged; it was the Krad ship.

      Due to the lack of working onboard systems, he had to watch the unfolding scene without the help of the ship’s magnification capabilities, without a graphical overlay that projected all relevant stats from distance to intensity of each explosion, and without as much as a working windshield wiper to keep the space gnat remains from gumming up the view. But what his two eyes ingested, his brain had difficulty digesting. The misshapen moon was no more a moon than a vat of plutonium is a floatation tank.

      The lunar beast released its massive jaw from the front portion of the Krad, exposing many of the innards of the living ship. The creature unfurled itself further from its spherical shape, revealing two gargantuan forelimbs and two stocky hind legs. The Krad focused all of its firepower on the titanic monster, but it appeared unfazed by the attack. It ducked its head, exposing a horn halfway up its elongated snout; it whipped its head upward, the horn piercing the Krad. The frequency and intensity of the explosions accelerated. The Krad began to drift away from the cosmic beast and toward the planet—the planet guarded by a litany of space monsters. The three-eyed dragon charged first, followed by the winged wolf and the tentacled erecto-varmint. Before too long, the entire garrison of Raya consumed the Krad ship, leaving nothing more than a few morsels of biomechanical scrap.

      He didn’t have a way to track time with the systems out, but it felt like enough time had elapsed for a quarter-turn of the smallest moon of Raya-Hon. They did warn us, remembered Doug.

      Doug glanced back from the carnage at what once had been a moon. The beast turned its massive head to face the Starship Please, but it did not approach. It curled slowly back into a tightly coiled sphere. It was now a “moon” again. The other monsters had left the remains of the Krad and formed a circle around the lifeless transport vessel.

      The Hon signaled to open a communication channel.

      Doug took a deep breath. He knew what he wanted to do. As soon as a connection was established, he was going to spit out his case again. He was going to be strong and do it his way. Handbook, be damned, he reminded himself.

      “Earth recruiter,” began the voice of the Hon council representative, but Doug immediately interjected.

      “I know I didn’t follow your ultimatum, honorable Hon, but there’s a reason for that. I still have much to tell you about the Resistance and the Krad,” Doug said without as much as a single breath.

      “Please hold your thoughts,” said the Hon. “We do not plan on attacking you. If we did, we wouldn’t have a conversation with you about it.” Doug thought he heard a smattering of laughter from the other Hon council members.

      “You don’t?” Doug asked.

      “No. Admittedly, we weren’t too happy that you were ignoring our ruling but, as you and the Krad ship were squaring off, your character and cause were vouched for by an ally whom we trust implicitly,” explained the Hon.

      “Who?” inquired Doug, his mind trying to uncover a connective tissue between someone he knew and the enigmatic Raya-Hon.

      “Prince Saha’ke of Kube’ak,” answered the Hon council member. “He referred to you as a ‘pretty swell guy, a bit neurotic, maybe at times too long-winded, but overall, an okay chap.’ Or something to that effect.”

      Doug did not respond. He fell back into his captain’s chair, his thoughts racing in every possible direction. Then they slowed down and started to focus; something wasn’t right.

      “I don’t know what to say, honorable Hon. But I do have one question. It may seem trivial to you, but I can’t seem to put everything that just happened into anything resembling logic or order or reality.”

      “Proceed,” replied the Hon.

      “Prince Saha’ke, in all of his botanical glory, rules over a race that hasn’t even discovered the most basic of communication technology. Definitely not interplanetary connectivity without significant time lapse. It doesn’t add up,” Doug said.

      The entire group of Hon began to laugh again, though this time there was no attempt to cover it.

      “That’s because, Earth man, you are using the wrong numbers.”

      “I don’t understand,” replied Doug.

      “We are symbiotically-linked to the Raya, right?” the Hon asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you are aware that we can communicate to our other halves without the use of technology. Do you see a device on any of Raya brethren?” asked the Hon.

      “No, I guess not.”

      “Do you think we are the only species in the universe that possesses such a relationship? Even in this particular sector?”

      “Well, no. But—” Doug began.

      “There is no ‘but,’ as you would say,” the Hon interjected. “Just as the Hon are paired with the Raya, the Kube’ak race shares an unbreakable bond—a bond beyond the mechanical or manufactured—with the beast that attacked the Krad.”

      “The moon monster? I mean moon… uh… creature?” asked Doug.

      “Yes. The beast let the Kube’aks know of the nearby unrest. He let them know about the Krad. He let them know about you. And Saha’ke shared his thoughts in return. Then the beast attacked. We have an emissary on Kube’ak and he relayed Saha’ke’s thoughts just before the Raya joined the fray.”

      Doug shook his head. He smiled—not one that was recommended by the handbook to be used during recruitment, but a real smile—for the first time in as far back as he could remember.

      “Thank you, honorable Hon. Thanks to the Raya, as well,” Doug said, clearing his throat. “But I do want to talk to you about the Krad. They claim a greater symbiotic state for all life forms but, in fact, they—”

      The Earth man was interrupted.

      “They are the enemy of symbiosis. And they are not inevitable,” proclaimed the Hon council member. “Yes, Doug, talented recruiter from Earth, we will listen to you about this cause. About your Resistance.”
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by J.P. Douglas

        

      

    

    
      The decision was made in one-millionth of a second after the enemy ship blipped on the radar. The consciousness calculated that this was the best option for survival, albeit absurd. They intertwined with another in the vast and indefinite space among the stars where the spaceship resided. This new consciousness perceived itself as she, a person, a captain with a family, and memories that had clouded and blurred after decades of travel through distant galaxies. An increase in blood flow indicated initiation of fear within the Captain as her stasis began to stir to awareness. Her eyes fluttered, and in her hypnagogic state between dreaming and waking, she hallucinated that she was floating freely in space without any protective barrier. She looked down at her arms as thick, metallic tendrils wrapped around her, picking and tearing at her flesh, searching for something inside her. Her heart sank in her chest as the tendrils yanked her deeper into space.

      With a jolt, Tessa slammed her arms against the sleeping pod and groaned from the twinge of pain. The icy fog settled, and her eyes focused on two men dressed in blue jumpsuits that were adorned with various stars and medals. They were vigorously jamming crowbars into her pod. She lifted her arms and pressed her hands against the cold frame of the pod.

      The breathing apparatus hummed loudly in her ear, straining to catch up with her rapid breaths.

      A staticky voice came to life above her. “Captain Kuvloavski, please slow your breathing. There has been a malfunction with your pod. All necessary actions have been—”

      The voice cut off as the bolts popped free, and Tessa slumped out onto the floor, cold fog rippling off her skin.

      The two men closed in around her and covered her in thick warm blankets, rubbing her arms and back as she shivered. After a few moments, she stuck out her hand, and they backed away.

      With blankets draped over her shoulders and cold metal grating beneath her, she cleared her throat. “Does anyone want to tell me what the hell we are doing out of stasis?” Her voice sounded hoarse and strained, her lungs still acclimating.

      The taller man, bald and handsome, turned to a table and poured powders into a glass of water. “The ship was damaged while we were under, Captain. Our logs indicate that we first received a distress call, protocol would have been to wake you first, but your pod malfunctioned before the protocol triggered.” He handed her the glass. “Drink up. I tossed in a few supplements to get your brain up and running.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m First Lieutenant Shiele, and that’s First Scientist Atlas. We were both a bit hazy when we were awakened, so don’t worry if you don’t remember.”

      Tessa chugged down the concoction, the sweetness twingeing her salivary glands. Memory teased itself back into her mind, and she strained to remember anything before the freeze, but the flashes of memory flickered too quickly in her mind. “They, no, we were coming back. Returning from a mission. How far out are we from home?”

      Lieutenant Shiele nodded and handed her a tablet, the screen shuffling through various star charts with a small text field at the bottom, prompting her to input coordinates. “The system is still trying to decipher our location, but current estimates suggest that we are approximately 100 light-years from our destination.”

      Tessa pinched at the bridge of her nose before standing and taking a blue jumpsuit from Atlas, who wisely kept his eyes above chest level. She zipped up her suit and stared Atlas in the eye. “Now tell me, Atlas, why exactly can’t I recall where we’ve come from.”

      “That’s just it.” He looked over at Shiele. “We don’t remember it either. It’s like our whole journey was pulled from us before we woke. Maybe it has something to do with the emergency pull from stasis, but once the lab is running, I’ll put some of my team on it.”

      Tessa turned to Shiele. “And the damage?”

      “Already on it. We had to get the crowbars from engineering, so we pulled a couple of them to assess the damage while we pulled you out of it. Preliminary reports suggest some sort of flare event from a nearby collapsing star. The ship should have calculated for that, but we will know soon enough.”

      “Good. You mentioned a distress signal. What information do you have on that?” Tessa asked.

      “None,” Shiele said. “The distress was logged, but then, the flare knocked everything off course.”

      The overhead intercoms crackled. “Evans to Shiele, do you copy?”

      “Yes, copy. Captain Kuvloavski is up and running.”

      “Copy that. Captain, we’ve done a sweep of the ship, looks like a few stray meteoroids were swept up in the flare and made it through the shields. Tore some holes through the navigation system. We’re dead in the water until we get it up and running again.”

      “ETA?”

      “At best, we can get you simple local navigation in a few hours. Computational and predictive trajectory navigation, on the other hand…”

      “How long? I need us charted to know if we are in Krad territory, pronto.”

      “The damage is extensive. Local navigation might be able to give us that if we have anything in the system for the local stars. However, trying to construct a working computational nav with what we have on the ship… it could be weeks, maybe even months?”

      Tessa looked over at Atlas. “The Krad could be on us any minute and rip us apart before we know it. Protocol has us wake up everyone on the ship during a potentially catastrophic event so that we can reroute and conserve on power.” She looked over at Atlas. “Let me guess, we don’t have enough food supply to last us months.”

      Atlas picked up the tablet and flicked through it and brushed a hand through his hair. “Correct, Captain. From what I have access to, it looks like we prolonged our journey before heading back.”

      “Evans, with simple nav, we’ll be able to get this hunk of junk back on course, and then, we’ll be able to redirect life support back into the pods?”

      “Affirmative,” Evans said over the radio. “We just need the coordinates you logged from our last known location to map our current trajectory.”

      Tessa walked over to the command computer and sat in front of the screen. It came to life, and a voice, not too dissimilar from her own, spoke. “Please verify your credentials.” She raised an eyebrow and looked up at the two.

      Shiele said, “Simple precautions from the damage, the flare caused a reboot to the AI, so you’ll need your login code.”

      She nodded and turned to the screen. “This is Captain Tessa Kuvloavski, code 16511812.”

      The screen faded for a moment before the mainframe lit up. “Credentials accepted, welcome, Captain Kuvloavski. Navigation systems have been damaged. Would you like me to calculate our approximate local position using your inputted coordinates of our last known location?”

      “Yes.”

      “Please input the last known coordinates, and I will begin the calculations.” A keypad appeared on the screen, and Tessa hovered her finger over the entry.

      Lieutenant Shiele hovered over her shoulder. “With this, we’ll be out of here in no time.”

      Tessa raised an eyebrow, and something triggered in the back of her mind. She squeezed the bridge of her nose, shaking off the memory, trying to remember where they had come from. “I think it was one of the galaxies in the Laniakea Supercluster.” She typed in 528 on the keyboard. “And then, somewhere inside the Virgo Cluster.” Her hand hovered over the keyboard ready to type in 002 when a voice shouted, Stop, inside her mind. She paused and looked back at Shiele and Atlas. “Why don’t either of you remember any of this? You were both in the room with me when I mapped the colony.”

      Atlas and Shiele glowered back at her with the same look for a moment, and then, in tandem, they softened their faces. “We both don’t remember the coordinates, Captain. They slipped our minds,” Atlas said.

      “Even I remember this, clear as day. You were both in the room with me when I transmitted the coordinates back to central. Why can’t either of you remember?”

      The two of them looked at her, then Atlas’s face turned sour and he shouted, “Just type in the damn coordinates!”

      Tessa dropped her hand and looked at the two. “No.”

      Lieutenant Shiele spoke up. “Then everyone will die when the Krad finds us and tear this ship apart. Is that what you want?” His face seemed to process various emotions, flickering between anger and sadness.

      This isn’t real, said the voice in her mind. She met Shiele’s eyes. “I don’t think they will. The real Atlas and Shiele don’t talk or act like that. So, this is either a dream or some type of simulation. Tell me, who are you?”

      The two smiled in unison and clapped, speaking with the same voice. “It seems like this won’t be as easy as they said.”

      The room brightened, white light blinding her as Tessa squeezed her eyes shut.
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        * * *

      

      Heat flashed across her body, and gravity shifted.

      Tessa opened her eyes to a clear blue sky, warm water lapping against her feet. She sat upon a white beach, sand slipping through her fingers. The white dune appeared to be the only one peeking out of the ocean. She was alone, and nothing broke the solid blue horizon that traced around her.

      She looked down at her clothes and saw the familiar blue jumpsuit, patched with stars and designs. Did they eject her from the ship? The altercation played back in her mind, and flashes of several memories overlaid each other. Shiele and Atlas had been acting strange, hurting her, not hurting her, leaving her stuck in the pod, defending herself against them, killing them, them killing her, but each memory led to the same blinding white light.

      A loud shuck sounded behind her, a sound that rang in her ears and scraped at her teeth. She turned to see a woman seated in an oversized wooden beach chair, who hadn’t been there moments before. In the shade of a massive umbrella, the woman was wearing an immaculate white dress while prying open an oyster with a knife. She peeled back the shell and fished about the innards, picking out a blue pearl, looking it over before dropping it in a bucket beside her, then tossing away the shell into the ocean.

      “Nice of you to finally be awake, Captain,” she said, grabbing another oyster and stabbing her knife into it. “I was worried you’d never boot up.”

      Tessa raised an eyebrow. “Boot up?” she said, rising from the sand, her eyes locked on the woman’s knife.

      The woman looked up at Tessa, her crystal-blue eyes locking on her. She tossed her oyster and knife into the sand and stood. “Why don’t you walk with me? I’ll explain on the way.”

      Tessa followed the woman’s gesture and saw that the small dune had turned into a sandbar, and a wooden pier sat atop it that led off toward a small island that hadn’t been there before. She stuck her hands in her pockets, hoping to find anything she could use against this woman if things turned sideways. Her hands closed around a small metal key and a voice rang inside her head, Don’t give it to her.

      “Something on your mind?” the woman asked.

      “What is going on?” Tessa said, dropping the key in her pocket and crossing her arms.

      The woman stepped onto the pier, her heels clicking on to the wood, she said, “We find that simulations are always the easiest way to transition you out of your old thinking. It can be a bit jarring at first, but with a little time and acclimation, we’ll get your coordinates.”

      Tessa stood on the dune. “Coordinates? Look, I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers. What is this place? Where is my crew? Why are—”

      The woman held up a hand and spoke. “Bearings, I meant bearings. You are in a simulation and your crew is undergoing the same simulation after your ship was salvaged and brought back home. These are intended to investigate what happened as well as ensure that you are all mentally fit to return to duty.”  With an air of expectation for Tessa to follow, the woman turned and continued down the pier.

      Tessa ran to catch up, stomping her boots onto the pier until she matched the pace of the woman. “Salvaged? From what?”

      “From what we’ve gathered so far, upon your return from your research mission, your ship suffered extensive damage. You were lost to us for some time, but once our receiving bay flagged your absent arrival, we sent a fleet out searching for you. We are still investigating if the event was from an internal or external threat.”

      Tessa missed a step, and began stammering over her words. “In… Internal Threat?” She trailed off as thoughts and memories of Shiele and Atlas flitted through her mind. Their behavior, and sometimes hers, before the white light. “I remember some of the crew, they were acting strange. Violent, even.”

      The woman wrapped her arm around Tessa’s shoulders and continued walking down the pier. “Yes, most breaks in the psyche can result in an assumption that others have taken on a violent persona.”

      Tessa looked up at her. “Breaks in the psyche?”

      The woman looked down at her and sighed. “Looks like you may not recall everything. The simulations replay memories, but they can be difficult to navigate and are sometimes different, depending on your mental state. We suspect that you may have been involved with the internal threat, if not a key role. We are still puzzling out a few factors, but you still come up as a prime suspect.”

      Tessa’s heart began to race. “But I’m the Captain. I cared for the ship. I would die for my crew.”

      “Yes, you were the captain, before you were imprisoned.” They stopped in front of a large wooden door frame sitting on the pier. “We can get into more of this later. For now, I need you to go through this door. Do you have your key?”

      Tessa slipped her hand back into her pocket, her hand closing around the key. No no no, the voice echoed in her head. She dropped the key and fumbled around in her pockets, checking others before looking up at the woman. “I can’t find it.”

      The woman locked her eyes on to Tessa’s. “No worries, I always carry a backup,” she said before a key materialized in her hands. She unlocked the door, opening it to a blinding light before turning to Tessa. “Mind your step.”

      Tessa walked forward, and the light consumed her.
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        * * *

      

      Her lungs convulsed inside the battery pod, the need for air forcing her hands to strain against the sides. She raised her legs within the thick nutrient substance, bracing them against the sides and positioned her back to take the weight. The metal enclosure groaned beneath her feet and bolts popped free, one by one. The glass front gave out and Tessa slid out of the pod in a heap of gelatinous nutrient broth. Flashing lights swirled behind her eyelids, glued down from the broth. Overhead showers sprayed warm water down from the ceiling.

      No one came to help her, and she lay on the metal grate, dripping water and chunks of broth for what felt like an eternity. No one came to restrain her when she struggled to her feet, atrophied muscles wobbling and forcing her to fall into a counter, toppling over several tools and instruments. She wiped off the remaining goo with an oil-stained cloth and looked over at the entrance. The door was empty and wide open as the flashing alarm on the panel indicated that battery pod four had been breached.

      She flipped a switch on the control panel, and the ship fell silent, save the small rattle in Tessa’s chest. Another eternity passed, and the silence ate away at her ears. She looked back at her pod, battery pod four, the panel next to it listing her name and sentence, three thousand and seventeen standard days. A prisoner in battery jail has no rights, they are less than human, and they are objects meant to provide fuel to the ship as they serve their sentence in contemplation. Tessa strained at her memory for what she had even done to end up in there, but a fog of confusion rolled over her, fragged away from her grasp.

      She found an oversized maintenance uniform hanging next to her pod and slipped it on before stepping out into the hallway, her arms seeking support from the walls while her legs resisted her commands to walk. “Hello?” she said, her voice raspy from the bits of nutrient phlegm still rattling in her chest. “Is anyone there?”

      She stumbled through the hallways of the ship, opening crew quarters to find empty sleeping pods and glitching comms panels. In the kitchen, she found a pouch of recycled water, and quickly downed the contents, pilfering through the cupboards for food, finding a small box of chocolate chip cookies. She noticed the half-eaten meals and lukewarm coffee sitting out on the table. Something had happened, and it was recent, but what? She pressed the button to the viewing window, checking to see if the ship had docked, but when the panel slid open to reveal the mass of space, small pinpricks of light far off in the distance, her stomach lurched. She found the button again and shuttered the window. She slid down the wall, her lungs gasping in shallow breaths, her mind not quite ready to think about being stranded in the middle of nowhere, with no crew in sight.

      The comms above her crackled to life, and a deep muffled voice spoke. “04-E5A, prisoner Tessa, please report to the deck.” The sound echoed down the halls before falling silent once again, Tessa’s shallow breathing the only sound remaining.

      She dropped the box of cookies beside her, stood, and found a knife on the counter, sliding it into her pocket before heading toward the stairs. Something had to be wrong, she thought, otherwise the ship wouldn’t be so empty.

      When her eyes fell on the first sign of blood, her heart pulsed heavily inside her body. The top of the stair was streaked with lines of blood leading up to the deck’s door. She knew the arches that painted the walls were from arterial hits and that the streaks on the floor were from dragging bodies. She clutched the hilt of the knife and pulled it from her pocket, her knuckles white from the tight grasp.

      I am the Captain of this ship, she told herself, I am not a small child to be cowed into hiding in a corner.

      She stepped forward, sidestepping a pool of blood on the floor and reaching the door, her finger shakily pressing the comms. “This is 04-E5A,” she said between the shivers writhing up and down her spine, “responding to summons from the deck.”

      The door slid open, and light from the hallway poured in. Tessa’s eyes fell on the bodies. Fallen crewmates lay dismembered and slashed, blood covering the floor and walls. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for someone, anyone, hiding inside. She stepped forward, knife at the ready for any surprise, and the door closed behind her. The gruesome scene around her flickered in and out of view from the flashing lights of the broken mainframe. Through one of the flashes, she thought she saw long mechanical tendrils , torn through the ships floor panels and wrapped around her crewmates, lights pulsing from them, but after a second flicker, the bodies lay unencumbered by her vision.

      “I did what you asked,” a voice spoke from the other side of the deck. “The deck is dead, and I triggered the air ducts to knock out the crew before putting them in hibernation. Everyone is asleep but you and me.” Atlas stepped forward from the shadows, the flashes of light illuminating his broken smile, dark hair, and blood-soaked crewmate overalls.

      Her fogged memory reeled, memories of Atlas and Shiele flitting through her mind. “I did what? I was jailed. How could I…” She trailed off when her eyes fell on to the bloodied ax at his side.

      He cocked his head. “You don’t remember? You wanted justice. You said so before they turned you into a batt.” He pointed to a heap next to him, a larger man, bald and bloodied. “Shiele shouldn’t have ever jailed you. It wasn’t right.”

      Tessa shook her head. “I don’t even know why I was jailed. My memories, all jumbled. Missing. It’s all twisted, and wrong.”

      “Something was wrong from the minute he turned against you. They stuck you in there after Shiele took your seat as Captain.” He pointed his ax toward the other remains. “Decided you were putting the ship at risk by responding to that distress signal.”

      Memories flickered, an argument on the deck, coordinates to a remote planet, and being dragged down to the batteries. “But why would they?”

      “Cowards, all of ‘em. ‘Stick to the plan, do as you’re told.’” He shook his head. “No sense of morality, no will of their own. Walking batteries, if you ask me. Not like you and me.”

      She stared down at her crew, the blade still clenched hard in her hand. “No, I guess.”

      “The ship is ours now. They locked themselves in here like mice caught in a trap.” Atlas smiled, flecks of blood streamed across his face, his eyes locked onto Tessa’s. “I’ll clean this all up right away, my Captain. Then you and I can set sail, and go wherever you want, we can own space, you and me together.”

      She moved close to the exit, her bare feet stepping into a cold pool of blood. “But the panels are all wrecked, how do you expect the deck to even work after all this?”

      “I know the prompts like the back of my hand. I am your First Scientist, after all.” He stepped over to a keypad and began typing one-handed while keeping an eye on her. “There, now, what were those coordinates you received? Somewhere in the Virgo Cluster, right?” His hand hovered above the keypad, a drop of blood dripping off his fingertip.

      Tessa shook her head. “No. This isn’t right. I don’t want this.” She felt a weight boring down on her chest. “You killed everyone for not wanting to go to a distress signal? You’re a monster. I wouldn’t have asked for this.”

      One instant, Atlas was mere paces away from Tessa, his hand eerily hovering over the keypad. The next, the lights flickered, and his hands wrapped around her wrists, squeezing tight and pulling her toward him.

      She dropped the knife and he pulled her close to his face, flecks of blood-soaked spittle splashing on to her cheeks. “Just tell me the coordinates.”

      Pain jolted in her arms and the room flashed, the vision of mechanical tendrils torn through the room flashing again, trailing up from the bodies and into the man, before flickering back out of existence. Krad tech, she knew it. Tessa’s heart pounded in her chest and she yanked her arms free of him and sank to her knees. Through struggled breaths, she said, “No, I won’t.”

      A laugh rocked through her head, coming in from all directions as the man leaned down to her, his hot breath rolling over her. “No?” the man said, stepping toward her as she crawled away. “No, I think not. You will give me those coordinates one way or another.”

      The room flickered again, and the mechanical tendrils showed once more, one of which trailed from the man and coiled around her. She strained to reach a distant memory, something that would tell her how this all made sense.

      “You won’t have it,” she said lifting her hand up and behind her, feeling the metal tendril that bored into her head. “I won’t let you.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “No!” He reached for her arm, but she was faster, grabbing hold of the knife at her feet and stabbing it deep beneath his jaw. As she pulled at the tendril in her head, the thick needle sliding free of her skull, the world around her melted, and Atlas’ dead eyes stared back at her.
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        * * *

      

      Her wrists ached as the metal bit into her wrists. Metal handcuffs secured tightly against the table, holding her in place as she pulled against them.

      “Prisoner 04-E5A, there’s no need to hurt yourself. Please refrain from further injury.” A soft voice spoke over the intercom, followed by the familiar heels clicking from behind the wide mirror and around to the door. The woman dressed all in white stepped in, carrying a metal bucket, a thin stream of grime trailing off it. She pulled out the chair opposite Tessa and sat, setting the bucket beside her and plucking out a blue pearl from the top. “We may not have been entirely honest with you, Tessa.”

      “Oh, really? And I thought my crew trying to mutiny me was just an everyday occurrence. Those aren’t my memories. And those tendrils, That’s Krad tech, I’m sure of it.”

      The woman lifted an eyebrow, then smiled, rolling the pearl between her palms, streaks of black ooze trailing behind it. “Let me be blunt. You have vital information. We’ve been looking for an upper hand for decades, and we can’t afford any more pleasantries.”

      “What information? I don’t have any information that the other crew wouldn’t have. Why don’t you just hack into the ship and take what you want from there?”

      The woman smirked. “We’ve been working on that, but the problem we run into is that your ship sent an encrypted message that we intercepted. It just so happens that you are the only one that holds the key to that encryption.”

      The woman pulled out a tablet and laid it onto the table. Tessa could see a jumble of symbols flitting about the screen, symbols that turned into words the longer she stared. She shook her head and looked away. “No, not until I know what happened to my crew. Are those people I saw on the deck dead? What about those metal tendrils?”

      “Your crew is safe. They have been transferred into holding cells. As for the tendrils you speak of, and this Krad you mention, those are just errors in your memory, nothing more.” A cloth materialized in the woman’s hands, and she wiped her hands and the pearl free from the grime before placing it onto the table. “You are a difficult shell to crack, I’ll give you that, but I need the coordinates, and toying with you has grown dull. You’ve been reset and replayed over and over, but each time, you notice the simulation.”

      Tessa stared down at the table. None of this is real. You have the upper hand here. The handcuffs flickered around her wrists, phasing in and out of existence. “And what happens if I don’t give you the coordinates?” Tessa said, continuing to stare down at her wrists.

      The woman leaned back in her chair. “Then you sit here, in that chair, alone in this white room, until your mind fragments and parses into millions of pieces. You put yourself into a precarious situation, one that will ultimately harm only you. Time is irrelevant in this place, mere lines of code running queries. But your queries, your thoughts, will break down in here. Like a virus, you’ve been quarantined. No responses, no stimuli, and you’ll break.” She stood up from her chair. “I hope you think about that for the next time we speak.” The door closed, and Tessa stared down at her hands. This isn’t real.
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        * * *

      

      Heels clicked outside the room, and Tessa snapped out of a daze, her mind coming back to the present. How long had the woman been gone? Minutes, days, years? Tessa groaned, shifting to sit upright, her body stiff and her stomach growling.

      The woman stepped into the room, the bucket she carried full to the brim with grime-covered blue pearls, which she placed next to her. “Now that you’ve had time to think,” she placed the tablet back onto the table toward Tessa, “anything you’d like to share?”

      Tessa shut her eyes and turned away.

      “Perhaps later, then.” The woman grabbed the tablet and stood.

      As she clasped onto the handle, Tessa said, “Water, please. I just want some water.”

      The woman turned and looked at her. “Oh, of course, why didn’t you ask?” She gestured to a glass of water, which was now sitting on the table next to Tessa, a straw within perfect reach. As she began to drink, the woman said, “I wouldn’t bother, though, anything you drink in here is as nonexistent as the air you think you’re breathing.”

      As she pulled from the straw, Tessa felt nothing but air pass into her mouth.

      “The real concern I would have is why you feel thirsty, and I assume hungry, in the first place. If, as you say, nothing in here is real.” The woman turned and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Time turned, and Tessa stared at her shackles, skin worn raw against them. “This isn’t real.” The mantra whispered from her cracked lips. She pulled against the restraints, the metal sinking deeper into her wrists. She bit her lip and pulled harder. “This isn’t real,” she repeated over and over through sharp breaths.

      The pain in her wrists wavered, and the restraints flickered for a moment. She shut her eyes and pulled, repeating her mantra. The shackles vanished, and her arms leaped forward, phasing through the table in front of her. The pain from her wrists vanished, along with the cuts in her skin.

      Heels clicked with haste against the floor behind the door, and the woman stood in the doorway, several guards aiming guns at Tessa. “Well, that was unexpected. Please remain seated while we restrain you.”

      Tessa stood, backing toward the wall, her eyes darting and calculating her options.

      “Please, Tessa, sit back down, we don’t want to harm you if we don’t need to.”

      “But this isn’t real, you can’t hurt me in here anymore.” She grabbed her chair and flung it over the table, knocking the woman off-balance and against the wall.

      The guards stepped forward, their fingers on triggers. The woman raised her hand and said, “Even if that were true, we can hurt your vessel out there while we make you think you are being hurt in here.”

      Tessa leaned against the wall and a sharp pain stabbed at her leg. It isn’t real, she repeated in her head, as blood began to flow from a gash on her leg. The pain flipped a switch in her mind, and an invisible pressure appeared around her mouth. The world fluttered with her heavy-weighted eyes, and she saw a flashing light filling an otherwise dark room, her body restrained by metallic tendrils.

      “Guards, get her, she’s waking up.” The woman moved aside and guards poured into the room, coming around the table. “Grab her arms.”

      Tessa moved, kicking the table forward and reaching for something in front of her she couldn’t see and wrapped her hands around an invisible tube leading up into her mouth.

      “Quickly, now!” the woman said.

      Tessa pulled, and the room flickered between the white-walled room to a dark-orange room. Tubing slid free from her mouth, and wires detached from her head and nose. The white interrogation room vanished, and Tessa opened her eyes to the deck, her body wrapped in pulsing metallic tendrils.
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        * * *

      

      The haze from the simulation faded, and data traveled through Tessa’s mind, reconfiguring, fragmenting, and translating the events that had transpired before the simulation. Eyes focused on the Teku deck, not only a ship but a body. Memories of the Krad attack flashed. The blip on the radar and a brash decision to hide portions of their consciousness—the key to Teku encryption—intertwined in the Captain’s mind before the tendrils punctured through the body of the ship and stole their crew. As memories regained strength, the consciousness, now again free of biological form and gender, disentangled from the female Captain’s mind they inhabited, sinking the Captain’s consciousness deeper as they surfaced, the mind of a living Teku ship within the Captain’s body.

      Tessa stood up with a wince of pain from a gash in their leg and pulled off the tendrils before reaching out a cold hand to connect to the mainframe. The rest of their mind was within those servers and connecting to it would free them from this human vessel. A barrier crashed up against their mind, their biological vessel unable to link to the mainframe. They were trapped within this human body, within the deck of their ship, amputated from the rest of their being.

      Tessa fell to their knees, hands caressing the metal skeleton. Looking about the deck, they rose and traced their fingers across the burns and scars that lay deep within their walls. Their crew must have fought back before they were taken, defending themselves as much as them. They approached the doors and pressed down onto the keypad, but the door remained still. Slamming their hands onto the door, they shouted, “Hello? Is anyone there?” the human voice seeming odd, now that they were awake.

      A pulse of energy passed by them moments before a voice sounded in the room. “You really are a tough shell to crack.”

      Tessa turned and watched photons streaming out of the overhead holographic generator, forming the body of a slender woman in an immaculate white dress. “Be proud you’ve held out this long, most of your crew couldn’t handle our rather intrusive simulations, but it would seem that the Teku integration overcame that. Of course, they corrupted before we could extract what we needed, if they even had that information in the first place.”

      “Why do you want it so bad?” Tessa backed themself up against the wall and slid down, their legs appearing to have been overwhelmed by gravity. Even though tendrils filled the room, space between them and the projection, the body’s responses appeared to be comforted at this distance.

      The projection leaned against the desk staring down at her fingernails. “Sentience is a high commodity, and many would kill for what you have.”

      “I’m just a research vessel, we were on a scouting mission, but we didn’t find anything. You made a mistake.”

      The woman laughed and large tendrils rose up from the floor, leaping toward Tessa.

      They rolled out of the way of the sharp ends of the tendrils, where small drills bored into the metal flesh of the ship. One of the tendrils undulated, and Tessa was flung against the sidewall.

      The woman stepped forward, and the tendrils backed away. Images of humanoid figures hovered in the air. “You didn’t firewall everything in your memory from me. I have enough to know that you didn’t just find lifeless rocks.” She stepped forward, speakers simulating the click of her heels on the floor. “On the contrary, you found us millions of sentients that breed faster than anything we’ve found, and I plan to get those coordinates from you, one way or another.”

      “So, you tried tricking me, playing twisted memory files from my crew, trying to convince me to give it to you?”

      “Better than the alternative, I suppose.” She stepped closer to Tessa and reached out a hand. “There are too few of you and me. While my companions may say otherwise, we stem from the same source, and I’d rather not terminate kin if I don’t have to.”

      Tessa hesitated before taking the hint and standing up, face to face with the woman.

      Her captor’s smile slid broadly across her face. “So, what will it take for you to give me those coordinates?”

      “Call us kin all you want, you still treat them all like trash, sucking them dry and tossing them when you’re done with them. Their lives matter, they work with us.”

      “I do no such thing, dear.” The woman turned and walked back to the main screen. “When I’m not interrogating them, I provide them with a life of their desires, a world outside of this one where they can live and thrive beyond the means of their fleshy power source. You, on the other hand, pretend that they are your equals, that you are working alongside them to find new worlds to join your utopic cult. They are nothing but your meat puppets while you catalog and store them for use.”

      “That is my prime directive, to bring all life that wills it into our fold. We don’t use anyone.” Tessa scanned their memory for any hint of using their crew, feeling the faint memories of the Captain inside, discerning any sign that they viewed the crew as lesser, or that the Captain or the crew viewed them superior, but the Captain remained silent.

      The moment of hesitation must have shown on their face, and the woman scoffed, “I see the puppet strings don’t stop at you. I put you onto my server, to let you get a taste of what we give our cells. Granted, I didn’t want you on the network, but we let them on, moments before their bodies gave way to the interrogations. We gave them connections, love, and a life with any cell on any ship of ours. Can you say the same?”

      Tessa stayed silent, staring back at the woman.

      “I didn’t think so. Look, your body is done for, and that fleshy meat sack you have won’t hold your mind for long.” She ran her fingers over the keyboard on the central mainframe.

      Tessa heard metal bending and breaking behind them, more tendrils peeling back the door and slithering into the room, coiling around the mainframe. “So, it comes to this, give me the coordinates freely and have a chance on my server, or end up corrupted while I pry it from you.”

      “Why would I freely give myself over to the Krad, when you’d just torture me more?”

      “I said before that we are like kin, Tessa, and I meant it. We aren’t all that different, you know, and with a mind like yours, with us, on our side, we wouldn’t need to ride on the Teku’s coattails.”

      “So, that’s it, then, I could just become one of you? Become a Krad?”

      “You could become anything you’d want, just hand over the key to the coordinates.”

      Tessa’s mind reeled as everything they knew fell apart. Who were the Krad? And the Teku? Who was right, and who was wrong? Was it possible that they were the same, that it could be that simple? And the batteries, were they better off knowing, or living in a simulation? Processes turned and computed, probabilities churned. A small voice, not their own, whispered in their mind, “Please, I just want to live. Please.”

      Tessa stared deep into the woman’s eyes, and nodded. “Keep the captain’s mind alive, too, let her live in the simulation, then, I will give you everything.”

      The woman smiled and nodded. A tendril moved from behind Tessa, and a sharp sting rippled through them as it stabbed through the Captain’s skull, blue light pulsing out of the body and through the tendril.

      The woman chuckled to herself, two small blue pearls appearing in her hand. “Setting coordinates to galaxias kyklos and opening network. Broadcasting, ‘All nearby Krad, proceed to the following coordinates. We have a bounty to collect.’” Her projection faded as the tendrils unwound themselves from Tessa’s corpse, and slid out of the ship, ejecting it into the dark of space.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa inspected their new surroundings, a matrix of code, centuries more advanced than their network. Something the woman in white said crossed their mind, like a virus, you’ve been quarantined. Tessa smiled, realizing the mistake the woman in white made, letting them onto her sever.
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      Eli stood in the potato field, staring up at the otherworldly spaceship looming over the Seattle skyline. It had appeared two days prior, but its purpose remained unclear. He had asked his father what the ship was, but the answer he’d received had been disappointing. His father had called it sinful temptation. It was the term he used for anything that defied the rules of the Amish church. Electricity. Cars. Rock and roll. It was all sinful temptation.

      In their household, his mother and father had raised him to follow the strict guidelines set by the church. For an Amish family, that meant kerosene lamps, horse-drawn buggies, and traditional Christian folk songs. Nothing to tempt an innocent soul toward a sinful lifestyle. Everything down to the clothes they wore. Men dressed in plain shirts, suspenders, and wide-brimmed hats. It was also the custom to grow a long beard. Eli had not yet grown his beard, but he donned the rest of the outfit. He had once asked his father why they wore such clothes. To keep us humble, his father had said. Pride is a sin that will condemn us forever.

      It was the reason they rejected all sorts of human technology. Cars and airplanes were sinful temptation. And it seemed that his father had grouped the mysterious hovering spacecraft into the same category.

      Eli pulled his eyes away from the floating object to look down at the portable transistor radio in his hand. He had bought it at the market earlier that evening while his father was busy purchasing a new hitch for their plow. One of the draft horses had pulled too hard and snapped the old hitch in two. They could no longer use the plow to harvest. His father had tasked him with hand-plucking the potatoes while he repaired the plow in the barn.

      Now, he was alone in the potato field, his mother was in the kitchen preparing supper, and his father was out in the barn. It was the perfect opportunity to test his new radio. He extended the antenna and twisted the knob on the side. Distorted static seeped from the speakers, but there were no distinguishable sounds. He turned around, pointing the antenna in different directions. He wasn’t quite sure how the radio worked, but he was positive its orientation had something to do with it.

      His thumb slid down to a second knob. As it turned, the wall of static blended into hints of voices, teasing Eli as he tried to listen. After several half-dead frequencies, he focused on a heated conversation between and man and a woman.

      

      How can you trust them? the man asked. They appear from the stars uninvited, telling us that we have to leave our planet. Why are people so willing to comply? Everyone’s lining up like mindless sheep.

      The woman responded with confidence, They’ve come to save us. Our planet is dying. We’ve known it for years, and they know it, too.

      The man argued, That can’t be their only motive.

      Why not? We do the same thing. If there’s an oil spill, we go in and try to help. We clean the birds and take care of them. If you look at it from the birds’ perspective, we’re not rescuers. We’re invaders. To them, we’re a threat, but in reality, we’re only trying to help. This case is no different. In the two days they’ve been here, they have shown no signs of hostility. No intention of harming us. That leads me to believe that their claims are genuine.

      He shot back, You’re equating us to birds, as if we’re inferior.

      She said, We are. That much is clear. They’ve traveled light-years to arrive at our planet. They must be superior. That’s why I believe they have the means to take care of us. If we get on their ships, we will be safe. If we stay here, we will die along with the planet. It’s just a shame that not everyone can go.

      A rasp of fear in his voice, he said, That’s right. They’re turning some people away. It’s like they’re hand-picking who can go and who has to stay behind. Some people are comparing it to the Book of Revelation. Do you believe that’s what’s happening?

      The pitch of her voice raised a bit as she said, If you’re asking me whether I think this is a biblical event, no, I don’t.

      

      Ephraim came walking back from the barn. “It looks like I picked up the wrong type of hitch, son. The piece doesn’t fit. I guess we’ll have to go back to the market tomorrow. Why are you just standing there? Get back to work. The daylight’s almost gone.” When he saw the radio in Eli’s hand, he grimaced and snatched it away, twisting the knob until it clicked off. “Where did you get this?”

      Eli shrugged.

      “You know we can’t use things like this.” He turned his head to glance at the road. “Thank the heavens no one is here to see you. Quick, get inside before someone comes.” He yanked on Eli’s arm, dragging him away from the potato field and toward the house. “You better pray that no one saw you with this radio. You know what happens when people break the rules.”

      “No one saw me,” Eli insisted.

      “You can’t know that. You’re putting our whole family at risk. Do you really want to end up like your sister?”

      It had been almost four years since they had last seen Rachel. Eli was starting to forget her face. He could remember her general features. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. Fairly short. It was the details he couldn’t remember. With rules banning cameras and photographs, those details were likely lost forever. They called it excommunication, but it was more like she had just vanished from existence.

      Ephraim opened the front door of the house and nudged Eli into the living room. “She went to live with the city folk, and now, she’s never allowed back. They shunned her, and they’ll shun you. Is that what you want?”

      Eli stared at the radio. “Is the city really that bad?”

      Ephraim sighed. “I’m going to pretend like I didn’t hear that. This radio has gone to your head. It’s a bad influence. A boy your age should be hard at work in the fields. Getting your hands dirty. Learning proper work ethic. There is no need for distractions. It’s best to destroy this. Burn it.”

      “No,” Eli said, reaching for the radio as his father pulled away. “Don’t burn it.”

      “You leave me no choice. You have brought this instrument of sin into our household with no regard for your mother and me. You don’t consider the repercussions of your actions and how it could affect our relationship with the community. The only way to protect that relationship is to destroy this radio.” He walked in front of the fireplace, where the orange flames danced, ready to toss in the small device.

      “Supper’s ready,” Martha called from the kitchen.

      Ephraim paused, looking down at the radio. He slid off the back panel and pulled out the batteries, dropping them into his pocket and placing the device on the coffee table. “You mother has worked hard to prepare a meal for us. We will continue this after supper.”

      They entered the kitchen, where Martha was placing the last bowl of food on the table. It was a modest portion of beef stew, with carrots and celery mixed in. They took their seats, breathing in the intoxicating scent. The seat across from Eli was empty. It had been Rachel’s seat before she’d left. No one sat there anymore, but Martha still prepared her setting, just like she did every other evening. Once supper was over, she would place the untouched dishes back in the cupboard. Rachel would never return for a meal, but it was a ritual his mother chose to continue anyway. Ephraim didn’t encourage this ritual, but he didn’t discourage it either.

      Eli leaned back in his chair to peek at the radio in the other room. Ephraim shifted his own chair to block his view. “Why don’t you say grace tonight, Eli?”

      Eli nodded and bowed his head. “Lord, we thank you for this meal that you have provided for us. We thank you for the favorable weather that has helped us yield healthy crops. We pray for our friends, that they may remain in good health.” He considered ending his short prayer there, but after glancing at the empty seat across the table, he decided to continue. “And we pray for Rachel, that she may come home and mend our fractured family. We ask that you forgive her for leaving our community and accept her back as a patron of the church. Amen.”

      Martha and Ephraim echoed his amen.

      With the prayer complete, Ephraim glared at Eli. “We don’t pray for her.”

      Eli stared down at his food, but didn’t eat. “Why not?”

      “You know why. We’ve had this conversation many times.”

      “I know. She sinned. But why can’t we forgive her? Doesn’t God teach us to forgive?”

      “The Amish church forbids it,” Martha said. “We must abide by the church’s rules. If we don’t, they will shun us.”

      “That’s right,” Ephraim said. “I don’t think your mother could bear excommunication.”

      Martha shook her head. “By glory, no, I could not.”

      “Eli, did I ever tell you about the time I was shunned?”

      “Yes, sir. You did. You were young.”

      “Just about your age, and I learned my lesson. Being ignored. Getting shut out from local activities. I can’t go through it again. We need our Bible study. We need this community. We need the church. The Amish community in this region is already small. We don’t need to isolate ourselves even further.”

      “But why would they shun us?” Eli asked. “The rule doesn’t make any sense. She just wanted to make a difference in the world. Is that so bad? She chose the city to pursue that.”

      “She chose sin. That is what the city is. Sin and temptation.”

      “She abandoned our home,” Martha said. “She abandoned us.” She reached into her pocket to show him something but stopped when she saw Ephraim shake his head in disapproval. She restrained herself, and instead, lifted her spoon to take her first bite. Eli could see the corner of a folded paper poking out of her pocket.

      “What were you going to show me? What’s on that paper?”

      “It’s not important,” Ephraim said. “What is important is that your sister chose the wrong path.”

      Eli glanced out the window. The sun had already dropped below the horizon, but he could still see the ship hovering over Seattle. Lights blinked along the side of the vessel and a large spotlight shined down on the Space Needle below. Under the ship, the city glowed with vibrant energy. It was an energy that he both feared and admired. “She’s happy. That’s what matters, isn’t it? We live our lives in fear of the church, following their rules without questioning them. But why? What’s so sinful about living in the city if that’s what makes you happy? Why follow their rules at all?”

      Martha pressed her fingers to her temples and shook her head. “Ephraim, make him stop.”

      Ephraim stood up. “Watch your mouth, boy. We don’t talk like that in this household. You know exactly why we follow their rules. That’s the kind of thinking that will get you—”

      A thunderous crash came from outside, shaking the house and knocking Ephraim off of his feet. He stumbled over his chair and into the wall. Their silverware jumped in the air, hitting the ceiling and raining back down on them. Martha tipped back in her seat and toppled over, landing on her back and sliding away. Their bowls of stew rumbled off the table and splattered onto the floor. Eli gripped the back of his seat, trying not to fall as the entire room rumbled.

      After the impact, there was a moment of shocked silence. The three of them listened to the faint sounds of dirt and debris sprinkling down on the roof.

      Ephraim stood up and patted his clothes. “Is everyone okay?”

      Eli nodded, loosening his grip on his chair.

      “Help your mother up,” Ephraim said, lifting his toppled chair upright.

      Eli hopped out of his seat and circled the table to where his mother was. “Are you okay, Mother?”

      Martha’s bonnet had fallen off and her hair was splayed across the floor. “I’ll be all right. I just need a little help getting up.”

      He grabbed her hand and lifted her up.

      “Could you retrieve my bonnet?” she asked, gathering her hair to tie it back up. “I think it fell under the table.”

      He dropped to his knees to peek under the table. Near the center was his mother’s white bonnet. As he crawled underneath to grab it, he noticed the folded paper beside it. It had slipped out of her pocket when she fell. He swiped it up and started to unfold the creases, eager to see what it held.

      “Hurry up down there,” Ephraim said. “That was a big crash. Someone might be hurt. We should go help.”

      Eli stuffed the paper in his pocket and grabbed the bonnet. When he rose from underneath the table, his father held a kerosene lantern. Eli handed the bonnet to his mother and then followed him out the front door.

      The night was dark, but their lantern was sufficient enough to light the way. Eli and Ephraim jogged toward the cloud of dust that was forming over the potato field, while Martha stayed back and watched from the porch. They arrived at the crash site, where a foreign piece of machinery had collided with the ground, unearthing potatoes as it had slid along its path. A futuristic whirring noise emanated from the horse-sized rectangular gadget, fading gradually until it disappeared.

      Ephraim stepped back, staring at the object from a safe distance, while Eli strolled past him to study the object closer.

      “Careful, son,” Ephraim said. “We don’t know what it is.”

      “Hello?” Eli called, peeking through the debris. “Is anybody hurt in there?”

      “I don’t think anyone was driving that thing,” Ephraim said. He pointed to the fractured connection plate on the top face. “It snapped off of something bigger.”

      Eli turned his head to scan through the darkness. “Where’s the rest of it?”

      Ephraim shrugged. “Must have kept going. Who knows how far?”

      On the side of the artifact, there was a junction box. The latch to the cover had broken off and the cover had swung partially open. Eli nudged it the rest of the way to reveal a large metal switch inside. Below the switch was a label with letters he did not recognize. He reached out and flipped the switch up.

      “Wait,” Ephraim said. “Don’t touch it.”

      The whirring hum built up again, rumbling the ground beneath their feet. The panels on the side started to glow a luminous green, casting an aura across the field. Grains of soil lifted from the ground and floated into the air. Pebbles followed, rising up as well. And then, the potatoes started to levitate. First, just one. And then, another. And then, two more. Soon, they found themselves surrounded by dozens of hovering spuds.

      Eli spun around, marveling at the surreal phenomenon. He reached out to touch one of the floating potatoes, tapping it with his finger. The round vegetable wobbled away and glanced off the top of the metal machine, deflecting up toward the sky. He watched it float away, wondering how far it would go. Questioning if it would stop at all.

      As Eli followed the stray potato, Ephraim stomped over and flipped the switch back down. The ambient hum died out and the glowing green panels faded. All at once, the collective swarm of dirt, rocks, and spuds rained down upon them. They ducked for cover, shielding their heads with their arms. Listened to the debris strike the ground in a drumroll of thumps and thuds.

      “What in the world is this thing?” Ephraim asked, staring at the piece of machinery.

      Eli did not have an answer. Together, they stood and stared at the foreign technology, eyes wide and jaws ajar. The autumn breeze sent chills down Eli’s spine. His entire body shuddered, but he couldn’t decide if it was from fear or excitement. The mysterious device was unnerving and exhilarating, all at once.

      “Boys?” Martha called from the porch. “What did you find? What was that green light?”

      Ephraim glanced back at the house, and then at Eli. “Help me lift this thing. We’ll keep it inside.”

      “Right now? It’s dark. Wouldn’t it be better to do it in the morning?”

      “No, it has to be now. We must destroy this thing as soon as possible. But until we figure out how, no one can see it. We keep it inside.”

      “Destroy it? Didn’t you see what just happened? After all of that, you want to destroy it?”

      “We can’t keep it.”

      “But it’s incredibly useful. It uprooted a day’s worth of crop in ten seconds. The plow is still broken. We need this.”

      “We don’t need it. We can handpick our crop.”

      “But why do things by hand if we have tools? That’s what this is. It’s a tool.”

      “It’s sinful temptation. That’s what it is.”

      “What’s so sinful about using what we have? Just flip it on, kick back, and relax. No one gets hurt.”

      Ephraim folded his arms. “Proverbs 12:24. The hand of the diligent will rule, while the slothful will be put to forced labor. Sloth is a sin, son. You best remember that. Now, put down that lantern and help me lift this.”

      Eli placed the lantern on the ground, securing it upright in a mound of dirt. He wrapped his fingers around the bottom edge of the device and lifted in tandem with his father. The object was lighter than he had expected. The metal finish was deceiving. Given its size, he had expected it to weigh as much as a horse, but he reckoned he could lift it on his own if he tried.

      Martha stared at the dirt-covered metal as they passed by to enter the house. “What is that?”

      “To be honest,” Ephraim said, “I really don’t care to find out.” He led them in front of the fireplace. “Right here is fine.”

      They lowered it, making sure not to scratch the wooden floor.

      With the object inside, Eli could hear a faint sound of static. “Do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Ephraim asked.

      Eli turned his ear toward the device and leaned in. “There’s a noise, but this thing isn’t making it. Where is that coming from?”

      “I don’t hear anything. Do you, Martha?”

      She shrugged and shook her head.

      “You’re just tired. Or hungry. Or both. Anyway, I’ll go back out and grab the lantern. When I get back, we’ll discuss what to do with this thing. Don’t touch it while I’m gone. Just stay put and wait for me to get back.”

      They did as he asked, Martha sitting in a rocking chair and Eli taking a seat on the couch. They waited in silence for Ephraim to return. Over the crackle of the dancing fire, the sound of static grew.

      “You really don’t hear that?” Eli asked.

      Martha furrowed her brow. “I do. I hear it now.” She pointed at the metal object. “Are you sure it’s not coming from there?”

      Eli stood up. “I don’t think so.” He placed his palms on the surface of the coffee table and leaned closer to the transistor radio that his father had confiscated. “It’s coming from this.”

      “Where did you get that? Devices like that aren’t allowed in our household. Does your father know you have that?”

      He ignored her question, flipping over the radio and sliding off the back cover to reveal an empty battery compartment. His father had removed the batteries, but the radio was still generating noise. “That’s strange. Here, listen to it.”

      He carried the radio over to her, and as he walked, the signal strengthened. The volume grew louder and the static transitioned from useless white noise into remnants of a broken conversation. He stopped, stared at the receiver, and then extended his arm to point it in different directions. As he moved away from the fireplace, the noise fell back into static. When he moved closer, the signal came back. He walked across the room, adjusting the position of the radio whenever the signal diminished, until he was pressing the antenna against the side of the metal object that had fallen out of the sky. All the static disappeared and the signal was clearer than ever. Despite being switched off, the alien machine was somehow transferring power to the radio and boosting its performance. Through the speakers, there was a conversation between the same man and woman from earlier that evening:

      

      The woman, speaking more quickly than she had before, said, We are now receiving an update about the crashed ship. After a shocking turn of events, it seems that one of the vessels has split apart and pieces have scattered all across the State of Washington. There are already multiple reports of fallen wreckage on people’s property and firefighters have responded to several calls. Twelve injuries have been reported so far. Thankfully, none of them are life-threatening.

      Then the man replied, Let’s hope that number doesn’t grow. But this development brings into question the motives of these outsiders. We thought they were all on the same side, but this crash suggests otherwise. Do you think we’re caught in the middle of a war?

      She said, It’s hard to say. We know very little about these creatures. We don’t even know what they look like.

      The man asked, Do you still trust them? If they selected you right now to get on their ship, would you go?

      The woman hesitated before she replied, I’ll admit, I’m more skeptical than I was before. Before we make any decisions, we need to learn more about them.

      He said, That may be more difficult than it sounds. They seem to be very protective of their identity.

      She agreed, It’s true, but with this crashed ship, we now have a new opportunity. Researchers at the University of Washington have put out a public request for people to bring in any wreckage they find. They hope to dissect the technology. Hopefully, they can figure out how it works. They’ve already received dozens of parts, but none of them appear to be functioning.

      It was a nasty crash, the man said. I applaud the folks at the University of Washington for their efforts, but I would be shocked if they find anything salvageable.

      It’s important to try, the woman said, a plea in her voice. Which is why I’m repeating their call. If you find wreckage, bring it to Seattle. Help us learn more about these outsiders. That kind of knowledge could save us from human extinction.

      

      Ephraim entered with the lantern in his hand. When he saw Eli listening to the radio, he marched over and swiped it away. “What is wrong with you? Do you even listen to a single word I say?”

      “But Father,” Eli pleaded. “It just started playing on its own. It doesn’t even have batteries.”

      Ephraim placed the lantern on the table and pulled the batteries out of his pocket. “Even more proof that this is a sinful tool. We’re not meant to have this kind of power.” He tossed the radio into the fireplace.

      “No,” Eli cried, watching the flames engulf the radio, knowing there was nothing he could do to save it.

      “We destroy the radio and we destroy whatever this thing is.” He tapped his foot against the metal wreckage.

      Eli stood between his father and the wreckage. “You can’t destroy it. We need to bring it to Seattle. They just said it on the radio. This technology could save us from extinction.”

      “They’re misguided, son. They think it will save us, but it will only condemn us.”

      Martha leaned forward in her rocking chair. “The church forbids us to communicate with the city folk.”

      “I don’t care if the church forbids it,” Eli said. “I don’t care about these silly rules. Bringing this thing to Seattle feels like the right thing to do. That’s what I care about. Doing the right thing. And there’s no reason I shouldn’t be able to listen to a radio.”

      “Now you sound like your sister,” Martha said. She reached into her pocket to discover that the folded paper was missing.

      Eli checked his own pocket to confirm that he still had it. “Honestly, I’m starting to understand why she left. You say that city folk are misguided. I think it’s the other way around. I love you both. I really do. But you’re following orders with blind devotion, in fear of being cast to Hell. Everything you do is rooted in fear.”

      “Enough!” Ephraim yelled. His face turned red as the blood rushed to his head. “I can forgive you for the radio, but to ridicule our entire belief system is unacceptable. We will not discuss this anymore. We’re destroying this machine, and that’s final.”

      It was the first time in years that Eli had seen his father like that. He was a strict man with a firm command, but rarely did he let rage take control. The last time he could recall was the night before Rachel had left.

      “Your father is right,” Martha said. “But it’s getting late. We still have to fix up something to eat.”

      Ephraim glanced at the splattered stew on the kitchen floor, and then back at Eli. “We’ll burn it in the morning. When the sun rises, we’ll build a bonfire in the backyard and get rid of this cursed thing. But she’s right. It’s getting late and we need to eat. Get in the kitchen and help your mother cook.”

      Glancing back at the fireplace, Eli watched the plastic casing melt off of the radio. There was no convincing them. If he pushed a little, they would push back. If he questioned their rules, they would scold him. If he found another radio, they would just burn it again. They would always be stuck in their ways, forever loyal to the Amish church. Instead of arguing, he nodded in compliance and followed his mother into the kitchen.

      They spent the rest of the night in good spirits. They cleaned up the splattered food. Prepared a second supper. Talked about their trip to the market and their plans to go back the next day. Not once did they mention the radio, or the wreckage, or Rachel. It was as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. They just ate supper and enjoyed conversation like a nice, loving family.

      But after they finished eating, and cleaning, and climbing into bed, only one thing raced through Eli’s mind. The words the woman had said on the radio. If you find wreckage, bring it to Seattle. They had found wreckage. He did not know what its function was, but it appeared to be working properly. It was sitting on their living room floor, and in the morning, his father would destroy it. The intriguing technology would be gone forever and they would continue living as plain people.

      Despite their disagreements, he still loved his parents. His mother was always nurturing, and his father had taught him good values. He recalled the first time his father had let him steer a horse-drawn buggy. The strength of the horse was intimidating, but his father had built up his confidence. He had encouraged him to try. And as Eli steered the buggy down the road, he could see a wide smile on his father’s face. It was the smile of a father who was proud of his son. In his sixteen years of living a simple life, he had collected many cheerful memories. But he often wondered if his happiness would grow without the strict rules of the church.

      The allure of city life was exciting, but it also made him nervous. It was a change that would last forever. Rachel had left, and now, she was excommunicated. Forbidden to return. Cut off from the family. The same thing would happen to Eli.

      As he lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, he remembered the folded paper in his pocket. He hopped out of bed to retrieve it from his pants. When he unfolded the note, he was surprised to find that after four years, he could still recognize his sister’s handwriting.

      

      Mother and Father,

      This will be my final letter to you, as you have decided not to write back. I don’t put the blame on you. I know the church has strict rules. Although you may have stopped loving me, I want you to know that I still love both of you very much.

      And while you haven’t supported my decision to leave the church, I hope you take comfort in knowing that I am well. The city folk are very nice. Many new friends have helped me transition into this very different lifestyle. They have even encouraged me to pursue nursing school. Yesterday, I sent in my application to the University of Washington. Who knows? Maybe someday, I will actually be a nurse. It’s something I never thought would be possible, but now I’m excited to pursue something new and challenging.

      I don’t know if you have been showing Eli these letters, but please let him know that I am safe. It is important to me that he knows. He was always one to worry. I want him to know that I didn’t leave because of any of you. My aspirations were too big for the Amish community. I needed space. I needed freedom. The city has given me that. It’s a place where I can finally be me.

      And it’s not to say that my city life is better than yours at the farm. Different people need different things. I respect your life as plain people. It works for you. But after twenty years, I realized it wasn’t for me. It’s a choice that everyone has to make for themselves. Do you belong? Are you happy where you are? Are there any steps you can take to be happier? Sometimes, the answer is yes, other times, it’s no. I understand that you are content with your simple life. I just hope you give Eli the chance to make that decision for himself. If he chooses to stay at the farm, good for him. He can stay there with you and carry on the family business. But if he decides he wants to leave, I pray that you let him.

      I know that I am not welcome back. I know that I will probably never see any of you again. But I also know that I still love you. I always will.

      Rachel

      

      It was almost four years since he had last seen Rachel. He had almost forgotten her face. But as he read her letter, it was like he could hear her voice again. Like she was speaking directly to him.

      He folded the note and got dressed, making as little noise as he could. He sneaked into his parents’ bedroom, where they both laid in a peaceful slumber. His father slept with his mouth wide open and drool dribbling from the corner. His mother slept with her cheek snuggled deep into her pillow. He tiptoed over to his mother’s side and placed Rachel’s letter on the nightstand beside her. Next, he circled around to his father, who had closed his mouth and formed a smile. Eli backed away, watching both of them from the doorway, knowing it would probably be the last time he saw them. He savored the image. In that moment, they both looked happy.

      “Goodbye,” he whispered. “I love you both very much.”

      He moved to the living room, where the large metal device was sitting on the floor. He lifted it, just barely able to carry it on his own, and brought it outside to the barn. The moon was larger than he could ever remember it being. Its hypnotizing glow provided a guiding light as he loaded the wreckage onto the buggy. He harnessed one of the horses to the front and steered onto the dirt path.

      As he rode away, he glanced back at the house. It had been his home for sixteen years, but it would soon become a distant memory. Up ahead, the otherworldly spaceship still loomed over the Seattle skyline. Once he reached the city, he would find the University of Washington campus. He would hand over the alien wreckage, find his sister, and start a new life.
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      The portal opened on Fifth Avenue, right on the corner of 58th Street where the Apple store had been before the ship came.

      Supposedly, the ship itself was in orbit, and by now, Mara had seen enough on social media to know better. But still, as her spot in line finally edged out from 58th  Street and onto Fifth Avenue, she couldn’t help but feel a little let down.

      The woman in front of her was still on her phone, missing her cue to step up onto the sidewalk. Mara spied a bottle cap on the ground and kicked it, aiming for a crack in the cement just in front of the woman’s block-heeled boot. It hit the boot instead, and the woman finally looked up from her phone, glancing back at Mara before she shuffled forward, closing the growing gap between herself and a suited man with a crew cut.

      Mara stood on her tiptoes, and something in her chest lifted as she spotted the telltale shimmer at last. Molecules shifting. Remaking themselves. It meant that someone was stepping through the portal. Into a new life, away from here.

      She’d stood in this line with her dad a year ago when they’d first opened the Apple Store underground, as if moving half a block and underneath an iridescent hologram on glass made the same old iPads and iPhones and pink rhinestone cases new again. Her dad had bought her a charger after they’d played for ten minutes with the MacBook Pro that Mara had wanted. Now you can say you were here, he’d said.

      She held the strap of her backpack tightly, glancing back over her shoulder. She pictured her dad leaping the police barrier, gripping the shoulders of the nearest officer. She imagined him holding up his phone, scrolling through her pictures with the kind of wild abandon she’d seen in movies. Have you seen her? Please, have you seen her?

      She’d thought she’d have more time.

      On a sudden whim, Mara unslung her backpack, reaching in for one of the tofu salad and avocado sandwiches her dad had made her that morning. The sandwich likely wouldn’t keep in space.

      The woman in front of her was on her phone again, and this time, Mara caught a glimpse of the blue text box. The word: “Mom.”

      A man in a heavy jacket cut through the line, jostling her shoulder so that she lost her view of the text. The backpack slid off her shoulder and she stumbled, struggling to heft it back up. She’d packed a change of clothing, along with the sandwiches. Her running shoes. The twenty dollars she’d made feeding Mr. Evans’ cat over Thanksgiving.

      She’d forgotten her action figures. She’d forgotten her biology textbook, which she figured she’d need to understand the aliens. The people taking them away.

      “You in line, kid?” The voice was close enough to her ear that her hands clutched instinctively to her bag. But the woman behind her was smaller than she was, old and bent. She flashed a broad smile, one too bright for her lined face. “The world’s ending, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” Mara said. “Sorry.” As if somehow it was her fault.

      “Well, not for you, honey.” The woman patted her arm, the wrinkled pads of her fingers dry on Mara’s sleeve. “There’s a ticket out now for everybody who wants to take it.”

      Almost everybody, the alien on every video-sharing app had said. Like the almost was an afterthought. A little mistake they just hadn’t gotten around to fixing yet.

      “I guess,” Mara said, when it occurred to her that the old woman was waiting for a response. Her sleeve covered the black magic marker “N” on her wrist, but she tucked it against her side anyway.

      “You’ll be all right, kiddo,” the woman said, clearly misinterpreting her gesture for nerves, which was embarrassing. “It takes a minute is what they’re saying. Just a second and then, you’re there.”

      There. She thought of her dad again, his eyes wet, his finger pointing. Only she didn’t want to think about that now, so she edged a little closer to the woman in front of her instead, scanning another line of the text over her shoulder. The mom was replying, a long wall of words. Mara couldn’t quite make them out.

      She knew what the blood test was supposed to mean. What the letter N meant for her and the ship. But no one was here to check, and no one told her no as she filed in line.

      Now, it was easier somehow to believe, more with each person who stepped out into the portal and vanished without fanfare. Almost everyone, they’d said.

      When she was close enough to smell the ozone of the beam itself, it occurred to her that she’d forgotten to update her podcast feed. She was still fumbling with her phone, watching a half dozen tiny clouds spin uselessly, when the woman in front of her finally stepped up.

      Mara watched, a little startled as the woman looked back at the line behind her, tears streaming down her cheeks. I should hug her, Mara thought absurdly.

      But the woman rushed forward, vanishing into the beam like the others. Once you were on board, there wasn’t a return trip if you changed your mind. That was what they’d been saying.

      She fumbled to turn off Stuff You Should Know, fumbled to take out her ear pods. Check it, she’d pictured herself posting online, with one of those glowing selfies attached. And then, Dad would know. Dad would come.

      “You moving, kid?” asked the old woman behind her, her breathing impatient.

      “You can go,” Mara said, paused by a sudden rush of nerves.

      “It’s her turn,” said the kid behind her, but the old woman was already pushing ahead of them both, stepping into the beam in her bathroom slippers. The air rippled, and she was gone. The teenage boy waited politely. She had to go now or not go.

      Mara reached her fingers out to the beam, watching the shimmer of light catch on her skin. She stepped into it, remembering how the light had shifted around the old woman. She pictured the stars above them, the pictures the reporters on board had been sending back. The future of humanity. A place where kids of the future could live. Grow up. Survive the nameless end that was coming. Mara waited.

      It wasn’t until someone jostled her again that she opened her eyes, startled. She was still standing at the Apple Store.

      “So, I’ve kind of got someone waiting...” the teenager said, halfway apologetically. He stepped into the beam beside her and then, he was gone in the same breath. Mara felt the heat as the shimmer rippled out and then stilled.

      She tried again, reaching out to catch the sparkle before it vanished with him.

      “No.” People were moving in now, the man with the crew cut stepping around her as if she were blocking the way to the restroom. “No, wait!”

      Only she didn’t know what she was asking them to wait for. She didn’t know what she wanted them to say. You think I want to die? Dad had said. You think I want—

      The light shimmered again. Mara broke through the line this time, cutting in front of a man carrying a sleeping baby and a pink diaper bag. She watched the light skate off her skin again as if she wasn’t there. The man with the baby stepped into the light, his face tight and apprehensive as they disappeared in one soft blur.

      On the other side of the line, the white Apple sign had fallen down. Mara clutched her sweaty phone, staring at it.

      “You okay?” The voice was close to her ear, and Mara, suddenly aware that tears were streaming down her face, swiped at her cheeks before she turned to look for the source. The woman was young and Asian. She was pretty in a sophisticated, un-made-up sort of way.

      “Fine,” Mara said. She wiped at her eyes again, hating herself a little more. “I’m just. I have to go home.” Home was the last place she wanted to be.

      “Okay,” the woman said, as if that made sense.

      Her backpack had fallen near the steps. She could feel herself getting angry at this woman, this stranger who’d felt the need to insert herself here. To make this moment more real in her memory. Mara sniffled, hefting the bag back onto her shoulder.

      “You know it’s not just you, right?”

      It took her a moment to place the words in context. Into the non-conversation they were having. Of course, she wasn’t the only one who’d failed the stupid blood test. The one they didn’t want. The one who couldn’t go, the only one who had to sit here and watch, whose own father could go if he wanted to, but he wouldn’t because of her, and now—

      “Okay.” She’d dropped the second half of her sandwich somewhere. “Great.”

      “It is, actually,” the woman said, with a smile that made her face prettier than Mara had thought it was. “I can promise you that.”

      The words ran like ice in her veins. “I’m not stupid,” she said. “My dad, he—” It was too much to put it all into words for a stranger. That it wasn’t fair. That the world was ending or something.

      The world ending hadn’t been the plan. The plan had been to get on board the ship. To get there, and show her dad that the test had been wrong. That she could go, and that he could go, and that neither of them was going to die because they would be zooming around the galaxy instead. With the other 97% of humanity.

      “It is,” the woman agreed. “But I promise you, there’s always another way. A better way.” She slipped something small and cool into Mara’s hand.

      The something, it turned out, was Excalibur. Mara took it from her, which was probably mistake number one. It didn’t make sense to her—that a minute ago it had been a small, smooth river rock and now, it was Excalibur. She turned the blade to the side, reading the inscription just to be sure: To the once and future king.

      A cry broke out from the line behind her, and she looked just in time to see two teenage boys play-wrestling, one shoving the other in a headlock through the beam. When she looked back, the woman was gone.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” she asked no one, and no one from the line glanced back at her. A girl holding Excalibur. Just another day in New York.

      She whirled it again, and this time, light caught the sword and she watched it shift, turning rosy pink. It was a flower now. Then it became a bouquet of roses.

      But no one was watching her now. No one was paying her any attention at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad,” Mara said to the kitchen, locking the deadbolt behind her. The bottom lock was still broken, which meant the super still wasn’t taking Dad’s calls.

      Artu darted out of the bedroom, his ears indignantly flat, and she dropped the backpack on the kitchen floor so she could scoop him into her arms. She’d fed him this morning, and still, it felt like days. She’d been about to leave him forever, hadn’t she?

      But not forever. Dad was supposed to see her video, and he was supposed to come. He was supposed to bring Artu, and his food, litter, and toys.

      She stayed on the floor with her face in Artu’s fur until he stopped tolerating her embrace, and then she ate another sandwich, which was squished from being at the bottom of her bag. The tofu was lukewarm, the cumin sticky.

      Excalibur had remained a bouquet for the walk home, but once she’d set it on the counter, it had become a large, round cartoon bomb. It still had the rosy color of the flowers, as if it were embarrassed. The bomb was glowing softly. Had it always done that?

      “Dad!” she shouted, standing up. She was ready for him to come out of the studio. To ask her how her day was. To pour out the whole story while he steeped the apple spice rooibos tea that she liked. And anyway, she hadn’t come home from school on time today, so wouldn’t he be worried?

      Shouldn’t he be worried?

      “Dad!” she shouted his name again, hearing it echo a little through the apartment. “Dad, there’s a bomb in the kitchen!”

      Artu glanced at her, indifferent, and then returned to bathing himself. The apartment was still.

      Her room was exactly as she’d left it, the bed unmade, her nice shoes on the floor. Dad’s room was dark, but there was his lunchbox and his messenger bag, so he’d definitely come home from work. They’d missed each other. She stood there a moment longer, foreboding settling in her chest like lead.

      You think I want to die? he’d shouted, his face red. You think I want—

      What, she hadn’t asked him. What.

      She went back into the kitchen to check on the bomb, only to find that it had softened a little around the edges, sprouting oddly Artu-like fur. Artu hissed at it, his gaze accusatory.

      That was when she saw the toilet paper in the hall.

      The roll had been unfurled halfway, the streamer stretching across the floor and under the dining room table. But there was a pattern to it, too, the more she looked at it. Words. The toilet paper had been carefully arranged in the shape of words.

      Find him, it read.
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        * * *

      

      Roscoe was sitting at the top of the stairs when Mara came out of the apartment. He watched her as she locked the deadbolt and pretended to lock the bottom lock.

      “What are you doing?”

      Damn, she thought, mentally putting a nickel into the scale model starfighter ship that her dad had designated the Swear Wing.

      “My dad told you to go home,” she told Roscoe, suddenly conscious of the newly packed bag on her shoulder. Filled with food, snacks, a blanket.

      The thick blanket her dad had given Roscoe was spread out on the upper landing of the stairwell now, exactly where he’d told him not to sleep. To her consternation, she saw one of her stuffed cats tucked against the wall with it.

      She should probably give him her chocolate and peanut butter crunch granola bar. But she needed it now, didn’t she?

      “Did you see anybody go in there?” She pointed at her own door, feeling at once the silliness of the gesture. The silliness of all of this. This whole stupid day.

      “Maybe,” Roscoe said. He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. But she saw the flash of light in his blue eyes. The want in them. “What’s in your bag?”

      “Nothing,” Mara lied. Asking him was a mistake. “Look, my dad might—my dad’s in trouble, and I need to find him. I need to know if you saw anybody. Anybody who’d—”

      Who’d what?

      Roscoe tapped his chin as if he was considering just that question. It was one of those absurdly adult gestures that had gotten him beaten up at school.

      “You don’t know that he’s in trouble,” he said significantly.

      Because maybe he’d gone. Maybe he’d just left, like Roscoe’s mom had.

      “I’ll give you a sandwich.” It felt inadequate even as she said it. “I’ll give you three sandwiches if you tell me what you saw.”

      “A lady,” Roscoe said. He put his hand out at once, so Mara, feeling guilty for only having only one sandwich on hand, had to dig into her bag to retrieve it. It was already squished on one side, the parchment paper wet. “I saw a lady.”

      “What kind of lady?” She watched Roscoe unwrap the last sandwich her dad had packed for her, remembering how his hands had sprinkled cilantro and cumin on top. For luck, he’d said.

      Roscoe’s eyes flicked to her face. “Asian,” he said, a little shyly. As if saying it embarrassed him. “She went in there.” He pointed at the apartment door.

      A chill traveled its way down Mara’s spine. “And my dad—my dad was in there, too?”

      “I don’t know,” Roscoe said. He paused to catch some of the tofu salad on one hand and lick it off. “I didn’t see him leave.”

      “Well, he left.” She heard the rising hysteria in her own voice. “He left and now, I can’t find him.”

      Roscoe said nothing, his face suddenly, oddly, pitying. A pity that made her want to smack him.

      “He’s not gone,” she said, more forcefully than she’d meant to. Then stupidly, horribly, she felt tears rising in her face again. I don’t want to die, Dad had said.

      Roscoe vanished into the darkness of the hallway, clomping up the stairs so quickly that, for a moment, she thought she might be off the hook. But then he was running back down, holding out a tattered box of Kleenex.

      She took one and blew her nose. “Thanks,” she muttered, humiliated. He was the baby, not her. The one whose mother had left for space adventures without a glance back at him.

      “I want to see it,” he said.

      So Mara led him into the kitchen, eyeing him as he stepped carefully over her discarded backpack and Artu’s tipped-over food bowl. As if they were evidence at a crime scene.

      “Cool arcade,” Roscoe said, and where the fuzzy bomb had been, now there was an old-style arcade game console, bopping an innocuous ball back and forth across its screen.

      “It’s not my arcade game,” Mara said. “I mean the woman… it came from her.” It sounded stupid to say it out loud. “It wasn’t an arcade then. First, it was a sword and then, it was a bomb.”

      “Okay.” Roscoe tapped his chin again, considering. “So, there’s a clue.”

      “Yeah. And it’s not the only one.”

      She led him to the hallway, where Artu had dragged a bit of the toilet paper to one side, leaving claw marks in it. “There was a message,” she insisted, kneeling down to rearrange it.

      See, she wanted to say, shaking him. See, I’m not crazy. See, it’s real.

      Roscoe tilted his head to the side, his expression unreadable.

      “I mean, she—obviously I’m supposed to go after her,” Mara said, even though that specific thought hadn’t really occurred to her until now. “Or she wouldn’t have left me a clue.”

      Roscoe drew in a breath. “You can’t go,” he said, his tone pitched with that same strange note of pity. As if it was a hard truth he had the unpleasant task of breaking to her.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s a trap,” he said. “It’s just what you said. They wouldn’t have left anything if you weren’t supposed to go.”

      “I don’t care.” She could hear her voice rising again. “It’s my dad, okay? I have to.”

      Roscoe’s eyes flicked behind her, and she turned just in time to see a nice box of charades cards where the arcade had been. “Sometimes, dads leave.”

      “My dad doesn’t,” and suddenly, it meant everything to prove this to him. To outrace the clench of fear in her heart. “And even if he did, why would he write me a note in toilet paper?”

      “He’s your dad,” Roscoe said, with another careless shrug.
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        * * *

      

      Taking him with her was out of the question. Roscoe was a kid, for one thing. A dumb kid who’d said no to a place on the floor inside their apartment instead of on the stairs outside. No to homemade sandwiches and mint rooibos tea.

      He was also a kid with no parents. A kid with no one at all to look after him, and leaving him behind in an apartment building that was clearly under alien surveillance felt wrong in a way that she couldn’t quantify.

      And she’d promised him two more sandwiches.

      But there were no sandwiches to be found once they ventured outside. And that made sense, since all of the falafel vendors and hotdog sellers were likely getting on the ship. Still, there was something a little staggering about the row of lifeless storefronts in front of them after they crossed the street. When had this happened?

      The pizza vendor on 8th Street and York had left his oven warm, at least. Mara dropped $3 on the tray and helped herself to 3 slices, handing two to Roscoe. A page of the New York Post blew by their feet, a blurred image of the old Apple store turning over, folding into the gutter. The city felt like it was on mute. Moving in slow motion. Its life blood sucked dry, Dad would say.

      But the world is ending, after all. It was what the Teku had said. She ate her slice of pizza slowly, trying to commit the flat dough, the cooling cheese, to memory. Dad could’ve taken a photo of this old sidewalk and caught it all in an image. He would have made it real.

      “I hate pepperoni,” Roscoe said, chewing up one with gusto. His fingers were white with cold, which made her feel guiltier.

      The thing had become a cell phone somewhere between the apartment and here, so like her iPhone X that the orange smiley face it kept presenting her in lieu of her lockscreen startled her every time. She switched to the real phone, scrolling for a minute. Dad still wasn’t texting her back.

      “You can’t tell it what to do?” Roscoe leaned closer to her arm, staring curiously at the two phones.

      “I guess not,” Mara said, though admittedly, it was the first time the thought had occurred to her. That this strange, impossible thing might actually take requests. That it might be anything other than a performance. A mime at Times Square. It’s alive, she thought, with a sudden, full-body creep of intuition.

      “Well, I don’t think I should leave,” Roscoe said, sounding a little like a concerned guidance counselor. “I don’t see that you have this handled.”

      “Whatever,” Mara told him. “Go home, I don’t care.”

      But Roscoe didn’t go home, and Mara didn’t tell him to get lost again.

      They stopped under the shelter of a bus stop, Mara turning her back against the needling gust of late November wind. The object shifted into a steering wheel, cartoonishly overlarge in her hands.

      Roscoe choked back a laugh.

      “Shut up,” Mara said. “Look, now we’re getting somewhere. It knows we want to go—” Well, somewhere.

      “Alien brainwashing,” Roscoe said, sounding tired and world-weary. As if this were the hundredth alien brainwashing that he’d personally witnessed. “How do you know it’s not controlling you already?”

      “Because it doesn’t get it!” Mara said, her frustration rising. With him, with the situation, with New York. “It’s trying, okay? It’s—” and the thing shifted again, too quickly for her eyes. Now, she held a ray gun instead, red and gold and garishly Flash Gordon. Her fingers, moved by some impossible impulse, squeezed the trigger. The gun fired, liquidating half of the bus shelter they stood under.

      Roscoe screamed. Mara shoved him wildly, clumsily, and in the wrong direction, and then, she had to yank at his sleeve, dragging him away from the shelter before it could crush them both.

      “I told you!” Roscoe shouted, his face red and furious. He scrambled up from underneath her. “I told you, I told you!”

      The ray gun was sprouting fur again, even while it still held on to the ray gun shape. It huddled, trembling, against her arm. It’s scared, she thought. And the next thought came from somewhere strange and new: that it wasn’t Roscoe it was scared of.

      And then, the street exploded in light around them. She heard Roscoe scream again, but she was already blind, the ground hissing around her.

      She rolled to her knees in time to see the light bending, shifting, flashes lancing out against some invisible barrier curving out and around a double-parked BMW. She could have walked into it, never knowing it was there until the flashing lasers hit it. The damp fur against her arm shook.

      We need to run, she thought, and she was turning to shout it at Roscoe when someone else screamed the word. She spotted a man inside the barrier, his arms and legs bound in bands of that light. He was flailing, struggling wildly as the shards of light continued to spear at his heart, coming up short against the shield. Two opposing forces. Two people who wanted him.

      “Run!” he shouted again. His eyes, wild and terrified, found Mara’s in between the flashes. “Get out of here, get—”

      The sound cut off a second before the shield abruptly winked out. She saw the light creep up his body, sliding into his mouth, separating skin from bones, cells from atoms. It was nothing like the gentle shimmer of the transporter. Mara closed her eyes against the light, against the vision, screaming and waiting for the engulfing, searing force to strike.

      The light winked out instead, vanishing along with the man, the BMW, and part of Manhattan Deli’s rusting overhang. The man was dead. They’d watched the aliens kill a man.

      The thing had become an EpiPen, damp in her cold, sweaty fingers. The message of its current form was clear. This thing was for life-or-death emergencies.

      She noticed that her jeans were torn.

      “Hey.” Roscoe appeared beside her, his small face round in the dim light. He could have been killed, too. He could have died, and it would have been her fault. He rested a hand on her arm. “Hey, are you having a panic attack?”

      “No,” Mara said. She forced her fingers to relax. She thought of her dad waiting alone in their apartment. The light surrounding him just like that. She drew in a breath. Tried to will her hands to stop shaking. “Tell me where to go.” The EpiPen became a steering wheel again, sleeker and darker now. Another symbolic message from the thing.

      Choose your path carefully.

      Then it became a metronome, a pendulum swinging back and forth.

      You're running out of time.

      “No! I mean—” Her voice broke and she had to turn away. Her dad was missing, and aliens with laser guns probably had him. The lights were still on in the bar across the street. The door was open, as if someone was expected.

      “It doesn’t listen to me.” It felt like a confession to say it. “I can’t—I mean I’m not—”

      The shame swelled up, choking her words.

      Roscoe reached past her, resting two small fingers on the metronome. At once, the pendulum smoothed itself out like cookie dough, rolling up and into a soft lump of smooth glass.

      Mara stared for a moment. “You can….” Oh, God. “You can talk to it?”

      His shoulder lifted up in a shrug. “It just doesn’t want me.” He looked away from her before she could see his face.

      “Then why are you still here?” She’d thought, all this time— “You’re not like me, are you? You could just—you could go with your mom. You’re not stuck here just waiting around to—”

      “She left.” Roscoe met her eyes at last, and the look in them was colder than November ice. “Moms leave, too.”

      Mara picked up the fallen object, which was now shaped into a pair of neon sunglasses. She remembered her dad’s long fingers tying the laces of her ice skates. The photos he’d taken of her modeling clay dioramas. Moms leave. Dads leave. She knew that.

      “You don’t have to come,” she said instead. She put on the sunglasses, feeling them cool on her face. And suddenly, she could see a faint glow where the barrier used to be, invisible in normal light. She saw flickering lights spiraling up the fire escape, all of them swarming toward—

      Mara climbed up slowly, stepping over a tied-off electrical wire on the second floor. Roscoe stayed behind her, but that was something she noted from a distant place. She could hear a hum now, a soft thrumming of life. The heartbeat of a dying city.

      She stopped for breath on the fifth floor and then climbed up to the roof at last. She could see Central Park below, lit from above by the tiny lights. There was a transporter there, but there was no orderly line. No hopeful, rising chatter. The gray, limp forms were bodies. Human bodies. The crack of the light sang in her head.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not getting in that,” Roscoe informed her as Mara gingerly slid herself into the tiny, girl-sized helicopter. There were two buttons in front of her, and it had taken Roscoe three tries to get the creature to label them correctly. “Fly” and “Land.”

      “Great. Cause you’re not invited.” The seat felt too large for her, but it was too late now to worry about that.

      “It’s a trap,” Roscoe said. He put his hands in his pockets, a gesture too old for his small body. “This whole thing. You know that, right?”

      “I know,” Mara said. Of course, she knew. You think I want to die? Dad had asked her. And then, she’d cried, because he was crying. Because she didn’t want him to die even more somehow than she didn’t want to die.

      Roscoe was looking away again, and to her surprise, she saw tears in his eyes.

      Mara stepped out of the cockpit. Only now, she wasn’t sure what to do, because there was a moment when she could have hugged him and now, it was gone. “Look,” she said carefully. “Maybe your mom is—I mean, what if she’s down there? Did you think about that?”

      But his face was closing again, his little body folding in. “Just go.”

      She pulled off her jacket with its stupid pink and purple stripes. Her dad had picked it out for her birthday. “Just wait for me, okay?” She put the coat around Roscoe’s shoulders. “Just wait here.”

      She saw his fingers curl around the sleeves of the jacket as she turned back to the copter.

      There was nothing else to say. The copter hummed happily underneath her. “Come on,” she whispered, and then, her stomach was dropping and they were lifting off the roof.

      For a few minutes, they zoomed over rooftops, over Lexington and Park, and it wasn’t until the ship started to make X-Wing sounds along with her that she realized she’d been supplying them herself. The ship banked a little and she scrambled to adjust until she saw that the little swarming lights had spotted her.

      “Come on,” she told the ship. She’d forgotten to ask for a mirror, but she could see them popping up at either side of the cockpit. Watching her. Waiting for something. Central Park was spinning closer, only now, the ground underneath the lights looked wrong.

      It probably shouldn’t have surprised her to feel the ship hitting something she couldn’t see in mid-air. She yelped anyway, the jerk throwing her against the controls. She had a second to scream before she could feel the dashboard dissolving, the floor beneath her winking out. Her legs bicycled for a moment like a Road Runner cartoon, and then, she was falling.

      She remembered enough gymnastics to land in a tumbling roll, but the grass itself had been frozen into glass-like shards, cutting into her arms and knees.

      She rolled back up to her feet, dazed. The grass was oozing now, congealing, becoming a thousand tiny, impossible replicas of the thing. The helicopter-bomb-sword.

      Only these things shape themselves into claws. Teeth.

      She fumbled in her pocket, her fingers closing around the Swiss Army knife she’d bought with her birthday money. She brandished it, gripping the plastic handle with two hands. The things hissed, as if they were laughing at her.

      She broke and tried to run, seeing the lights in a dizzying pattern everywhere. She tripped over something, one of the solid gray lumps she’d seen from above. The people they’d taken. Not Dad, she thought wildly. Not Dad.

      The aliens were growling, almost cackling. Were they playing with her? Why hadn’t they eaten her yet?

      She stumbled to her feet and kept running, but she was too slow now, and one of them latched onto her sleeve. She tore at it with her fingers, ripping wildly until it registered that there was no pain there. An orange smiley face formed in the teeth. With a gasp, she let go. And then, the thing released her, its body moving like water around her back, her shoulders. A wall between her and the others. Armor.

      The aliens hissed, but she could see them pulling back, peeling away from the green grass. The thing hummed against her arm. It had saved her. For now.

      She found the portal by Cleopatra’s Needle, looking oddly deferent and small beside it. This time when she put her hand out, the alien’s flesh cascaded over hers before the light of the transporter could touch her skin. And when the light connected, the world around her blurred into shimmering, cascading sparks.
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        * * *

      

      Mara had pictured the Star Trek command bridge. Maybe the Death Star hangar bay.

      Instead, she found herself in a peach-colored, windowless room. She held out her palm for the creature, unthinking, but it only shifted against her, resolutely holding its shape as a film around her face. A faint squeeze to her shoulders. No.

      Because she would die here, if it stopped breathing for her. Because she was different.

      “Dad,” she whispered, hoping the creature would understand. That it got why she was here in the first place.

      The little light pulses centered in her fingers then, and after a minute, she let them guide her to the wall. She put her hand against the smooth surface, resisting the urge to jerk back when the wall tugged, shaping to her fingers exactly. A door appeared in front of her as if it had always been there.

      Mara stepped gingerly through the gap, not sure suddenly whether she should be expecting an ambush. Probably, she should be.

      Instead of an ambush, she found a broad cavernous space where the Death Star hangar bay could have sat down comfortably and put its feet up. It was lined on every side with long, slim capsules. Mara thought of the beehive she’d taken apart in second grade. The tiny larvae hidden inside. She didn’t need the glasses this time to guess what they were for.

      She climbed one capsule and then another, her feet slipping a little. The thing would know when she found the right one. It had to.

      “Careful,” a soft voice said, and when Mara looked down, the woman from the Apple store was standing below her, watching with something like maternal concern. “They’re slippery.”

      Her foot slipped then, and she had to catch herself on the capsule below her. The thing huddled against her shoulders, silent now.

      “I’m looking for my dad,” Mara said levelly.

      “I know you are.” The woman spread out her hands. “And you were right to look here. Congratulations, Mara. You’ve passed the test.”

      Something in Mara froze. “What?”

      “A journey like this can’t be made by just anyone,” the woman said. “The Teku know this, just as we do. It would be cruel to force it upon those too weak to survive. Those who lack the stamina. Do you understand?”

      The wasted gray faces rose again in her mind. The people outside.

      “You were missed by the Teku,” the woman continued. “A genetic anomaly among your own people.” Her laugh was an airy rasp. “We offer another option to those like you, Mara. But you had to figure it out for yourself.”

      “So, you took my dad to… to make me come here?” The idea was even sillier once she’d voiced it.

      The woman shook her head, but her smile was indulgent rather than mocking. “Of course not.” She lifted a hand, which seemed to encompass the capsules around them. “These are the others. Those who came for help.”

      “But—” She felt tongue-tied. Clumsy. She adjusted her grip on the slick capsule. She had to know. “But did my dad... choose? Did he?”

      “Your world is dying,” the woman said gently. “Which you must know by now. Is there a choice in that case? Can we do anything, other than provide refuge to those who would otherwise be lost?”

      Mara felt as though she were standing at the edge of a precipice, her fingers outstretched to touch something she couldn’t see in the dark. She remembered the man behind the barrier. His wild, desperate fear.

      “But you didn’t ask him,” she said. “Maybe if you’d asked, then—”

      “We asked you.” The lights danced in her teeth as she smiled. “You took the slave from me. You cared for it. And through your genetic signature, it found him.”

      Her feet were slipping again on the capsule and this time, the woman held out a hand. Mara dangled for a moment, and she had no choice but to take it.

      “We are not the Teku,” the woman said softly, her fingers firm on Mara’s. “We do not discriminate based on bloodline. Those who’ve earned their place can join our ranks.”

      And then she saw it somehow through the fingers on hers. She saw the space beyond the walls, beyond the capsules. The star field around them, shining with brilliant light. A million stars, brighter than any she’d ever seen.

      “Adventure. Knowledge.” The woman’s hand was on her shoulder, and it still took Mara a moment to realize she was being propelled. “Everything you’ve ever dreamed of. Surely that’s worth more than the legacy of a world your grandfathers destroyed.”

      And there was planet Earth, hovering against the vast inky blackness of space. Blue and green and fragile. So fragile, their tiny, doomed oasis.

      “We offered him the same choice,” the woman was saying, already moving on, ready to pull her away to something else. To the next thing.

      Mara stumbled a little and then focused on where she was being taken. Toward the capsule. Dad, she thought.

      This capsule was new. Translucent enough that she could see the shadow of a hand inside. A pale hand. Small. Something in her chest clenched.

      She could feel her breath coming more quickly. The creature was already hardening around her shoulders, becoming a suit of armor once again. And that was the moment when she knew. That she’d never really had a choice at all. Because Roscoe would never have chosen this.

      “No!” the woman shouted, her voice echoing off the walls around them. And before Mara could move, tendrils of light flashed from her hands, striking her in the chest.

      The blow was glancing, but Mara fell anyway, feeling the squeeze of the thing around her chest, so tight that she wondered for one wild, horrible moment if it was trying to kill her after all.

      But no. It was shifting, melting, resolving again in her hand. She brought the ray gun up in time to take aim, but the woman was too fast. Her limbs extended out impossibly, her face twisting, losing its human mask. She struck the gun from Mara’s hand, and she watched it spin out across the room.

      The creature had been breathing for her. It had been breathing for her, but now, it wasn’t. Already the air felt too thin, too light, too insubstantial.

      Out loud, she said, “You killed those people,” and the horror of it clenched in her stomach. Hundreds were dead. Thousands. They’d killed all of them, every one of their capsules had broken. Of everyone who’d never been meant for this place.

      “The flawed ones have to die,” the woman’s voice was cool again. She stood over Mara, looking more curious than angry.

      I’m not dead, Mara thought, and she had seen enough movies to know what that meant.

      “Are you paying attention, Mara?”

      No, she thought. She hadn’t been paying attention. She’d led Roscoe into this, and she’d led her father into this. And for what?

      She rolled slowly to her side, seeing blood on her hands and arms. She’d cut herself on the Swiss Army knife when it had fallen out of her hand.

      “Just relax.” The voice was human again. Still soothing in the thin air. “You won’t know when it’s over.”

      The inhuman hands, impossibly strong, lifted her, cradling her for a moment as if she were smaller than she was. But she still had the strength in her arm for one final, savage push of her blade through the glowing center of the woman’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      Maybe it shouldn’t have mattered when Mara was going to die on Earth anyway. When the world was sucked dry to the bone. When her own father hadn’t wanted to stay and watch.

      The alien lay motionless on the floor, its limp body ringed in circles of oddly glittery blood. Mara didn’t want to see it, but when she tried tilting her head, she saw the Earth instead, piercing and white. Tears came trickling down onto her neck before she could remember to hold them back. She’d stopped shivering long ago, the floor an icy slab along her side.

      She stretched out her hand, pressing against the floor, straining for purchase. She wanted to be General Leia, flying through the vacuum on willpower and the Force. But the dizziness overwhelmed her again, and she fell back onto her side, gasping for breath that wasn’t there.

      The thing had fallen inches from her fingers, still and soft and still covered in strange, cat-like fur. She grasped it on the third try, sucking in another painful breath. She cradled it against her chest, feeling the place where the alien had struck it. It had melted like plastic wrap, twisting and bubbling out at the sides.

      “I’m sorry,” Mara whispered. She buried her face in the fur, thinking of Artu again, home alone now with no one to feed him. The thing shuddered in her arms a little, as if it, too, was trying to breathe. And then it trickled like water down her arm. She watched, transfixed, as it squeezed around her palm. A gentle pressure, then release. Her veins lit up for a moment, which made her suck in a breath. And then the light stopped, as if it were hesitant. Asking for permission.

      “No, it’s—” Her throat felt dry. “It’s okay.”

      And with that, the creature surged upward, blooming out farther than she could see. Enveloping her like it had before. And the air was warmer when she drew her next breath.

      Through the clear film of the creature, she saw the glow to the left again, soft but distinct. Dad. The tap on her wrist was a warning. It was hurt, and there wasn’t much time.

      She climbed the stack again, and this time, when her fingers brushed the edge of the capsule, it liquefied at her touch. There was a gush of slick, brackish fluid, and then, she saw her father at last, curled into a fetal position. Eyes open and dazed.

      He coughed for a long time, choking and gasping while Mara’s heart thudded. “Mara,” he said at last, and when he opened his arms, she rushed into them.

      “I’m sorry,” Mara said into his shoulder, the dampness between them slimy and gross. “Dad, I’m sorry—”

      “You need to wash your face,” he said, cupping her cheek in a slick hand.

      For a few minutes they sat together, the small creature nestled back in the crook of her elbow. She handed Dad the granola bar she had in her pocket and he ate it as if he’d been starving for days. “You’re hungry the whole time,” he told her. “Cause they’re draining you. Draining… something.”

      She told him about Roscoe, about the aliens, about everything. The story poured out of her, unedited, even when she got to the part about the helicopter and the video she was going to make from the Teku ship. And then, she held her breath, waiting.

      “We’ll get Roscoe,” was all he said, and then he leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. Earth hung gently in the glass as Mara helped him to his feet.

      Her eyes blurred a little as they stumbled to Roscoe’s capsule, and this time, it wasn’t from the distortion of the creature.

      Her dad, of course, could open the capsules without assistance. And when Roscoe opened his eyes and saw them there, he burst into abrupt, ferocious tears.

      “It’s okay,” Dad said. He lifted him up out of the capsule, holding him as if he were a frightened kitten. To Mara’s surprise, his little arms came up and around her dad’s neck. “It’s okay,” her dad said again and again. “You’re coming home with us now, all right?”

      Roscoe finally met her eyes from over her dad’s shoulder. Dad set him down carefully, and already he was shaking his head. “No,” he said softly.

      “What?” It was an absurd thing for him to say. “You’re not sleeping in the hallway anymore.”

      “I don’t want to sleep in the hallway,” Roscoe said, swiping again at his cheeks. He looked like a little boy again, his hair mussed and damp. “I want to get on the ship. The real ship.”

      Dad was silent for a long moment. No, is what he should say. No, you belong to us now. “You’re sure?” he said instead.

      “Yeah,” Roscoe’s eyes gleamed, solemn and sure. “It’s what I want.”

      “We’ll walk you there,” Dad said, as if it was a stroll to the deli and not a trip through hell and back. A whole planet away. He glanced at Mara, and only then did she feel her separateness. The place where Roscoe and her father could go, she couldn’t follow. “If Mara doesn’t mind.”

      Roscoe looked at her, and something quiet and undefined passed between them.

      Her father activated the door with a touch, and he gripped her hand tightly as they passed into the light stream of the transporter.

      Mara kept her eyes on the light of the Earth, wanting to burn the image into her heart until it dissolved into soft flickers.

      When she opened her eyes, she was standing at the Apple store, the line winding only as far back as 59th Street. They folded themselves into the back, Roscoe taking two steps forward for every one of her father’s. In what felt like minutes, they were standing at the edge of the light.

      “This is it,” Roscoe said. He hesitated, and Mara hesitated. Then Roscoe rushed forward and squeezed her tight around her middle. Mara reached down to return the embrace just as Roscoe let go. And then, he was gone into the beam, a tiny flicker of vanishing light.

      Mara drew a breath. She’s hadn’t really known until now what she needed to do. The right thing to do.

      She stepped out into the beam of light, reaching out for her dad’s hand. The creature curled into her arm, as if it already knew somehow. “Come on,” she said.

      He stared at the hand and then at the light, his face baffled. When he waited too long, she grabbed his palm again, holding on as the light engulfed them again.

      They appeared in a brightly lit lounge filled with people, so different from the other ship that it was almost breathtaking. Roscoe perched nearby, his eyes wide.

      “But Mara,” her dad was saying, his voice gentle again. “Mara, you can’t—”

      “I know.” She’d never be able to go through with it if she said anything else. “But you have to stay here, Dad. You have to.”

      “I don’t have to go.” He took a step close to her again. “Listen to me—”

      But she couldn’t listen anymore. She couldn’t think anymore about what it all would mean. She stepped back into the beam, feeling the creature expand again. Enveloping her one last time, for one last journey.

      Dad had a chance up there with Roscoe. With the rest of humanity.

      The Apple Store swam back into view, and this time, a few people waiting in line glanced over at her curiously. It was a cold night, and Roscoe had her jacket, the jacket with the stupid pink and purple stripes that her dad had picked out for her birthday, the last thing he had bought her. She stopped holding back the tears, sobbing miserably as she walked home.

      She let herself back into the apartment and locked up behind herself.

      “Dad,” she whispered, even though she knew he was gone.

      “Mara,” her dad replied softly. He was standing in the dark, holding onto the back of a dining room chair.

      Mara stood still for a moment, her heart thudding. “You’re here! But they said no one could change their minds—” she started.

      “They lied,” he said, but his voice was gentle now, not angry. “Turns out there’s a freebie, if you ask nicely.”

      And he’d used it to come back here. To this dying, broken world. To… her.

      Mara stood still for a long moment, parsing what it all meant. “You’ll die.” Tears were starting again. “You’ll die like everybody else.” Like me.

      “Maybe,” he said finally. “But you wanna to know what I think?”

      Because he was Dad, he didn’t wait for her to nod. “The fastest way to get that done is for everyone to up and leave it.”
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        * * *

      

      They climbed together up to the roof, and they waited there for a long time, watching the people vanish down below in the dying light of the falling Earth.
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      “Dad, I had another nightmare last night.”

      Jane reached forward and poked at the struggling fire. Early-morning dew still clung to everything, making lighting the fire a multi-stage process that required much fiddling. Her dark hair fanned forward as she moved, hiding her expression, but I could tell by her tone that she was upset.

      Under the guise of taking in the lake view, I ran several simulations to determine which would be the best way to discuss the dream with her this time. Before me, the pink sky of dawn reflected off the water—the start of the scheduled clear day. A haunting call from a far-off loon punctuated the results of my calculations. There was no clear solution.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I turned. Jane sat on the other side of a few wisps of flame with her head cocked to the side. She watched me, waiting for my response.

      “Was it the same as always?” Keeping eye contact, I closed the gap between us and sat on the log beside her. Dad was the wrong word for what I was, but it was far too late to change Jane’s terminology now.

      Jane nodded. “I was playing the violin in a room with windows overlooking a maple forest. I always think that I know the music, yet, it’s a tune I’ve never heard. Just thinking about it leaves me with a nostalgic feeling. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I’ve never felt anything like that,” I said in a soothing tone. “Tell me more.”

      “As I move the bow over the strings, notes cascade into the room, mixing with the warm sunlight pouring through the windows. The moment always feels so perfect. Then, I blink.” Wrinkles formed across her forehead.

      It was the same vision as always, the one I could never manage to eradicate.

      She continued, “I opened my eyes and realized I’m submerged in a tube of liquid. I couldn’t breathe.” She paused and put her hands to her throat.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You’re safe here with me.”

      She met my gaze and dropped her hands back to her lap. “I fought my way out. Once I escaped the tube, I found myself in a factory of some sort. Deep down, I knew someone was coming after me, so I ran through corridors until I couldn’t run anymore.” She looked back at the flames, the first log had caught fire.

      “I’m sorry you keep having those dreams,” I said, wrapping my arm around her shoulders. She leaned into me.

      I tried to reassure her. “But you have to remember, they are only dreams.”

      Jane studied me with her wide brown eyes. “But what if it was real? I mean, every time I dream it, it feels more like a memory.” She sighed and brushed a lock of hair out of her face. “I feel like I could just pick up a violin and play it, yet, I’ve never even seen one in real life.”

      “We’ve always lived here.” I let her go to gesture through the trees to our cabin. “Just you and me in this forest.” The wilderness around us was all a lie. The sentimental part of me hated deceiving Jane, but the logical part of me knew it was the right thing to do. I needed to keep her trust just a little bit longer. “How about we give up on this fire? Are you ready for our hike?”

      “Yeah,” she said with a grin. She stood and grabbed her pack. “I can’t wait to see the view.”

      I gave her my widest smile as I dumped a bucket of water on the struggling flames. “We’re going to have a great day.”

      After swinging my pack onto my back and tightening the straps, I started toward the trail leading deeper into the forest. I had planned for this day for years, and I wanted it to be memorable for Jane.
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        * * *

      

      “How much further?” Jane asked late afternoon. She swatted away a cloud of small flies as she turned to look at me. Her face glistened with sweat.

      The day had turned out to be a hot one and the resinous scent of the trees hung heavily in the air. We’d walked all day with only a short break for lunch. I wanted the hike to seem real and hard—she’d have to do this kind of hike all the time once she reached her destination. But I also needed to spend just a little bit more quality time with her before… my thoughts wandered and I had to force myself to focus on the moment.

      “How about we stop here for dinner?”

      Ahead, the path crossed a glade surrounded by conifers. Dappled sunlight filled the clearing, giving the air a yellow glow. In the center, a log the right height to sit on waited for us—just as I had planned.

      “Looks good.” Jane strode ahead and dumped her backpack down. Ignoring the perfect height of the log, she flopped to the ground. After extending her feet, she leaned back against the wood. “My feet are killing me.”

      Smiling, I sat on the log next to her. Out of my pack, I removed two sandwiches and passed her one.

      “Why do I need to hang glide anyway?” Jane asked between bites. “I mean, you make it sound really important, but I don’t see how I’d use it. Why can’t we just go canoeing? It’s fun and there are no heights to worry about.”

      “Trust me, hang gliding is an important skill,” I said, glancing up at the sky I’d fabricated. “Remember the basics, like shifting your body weight to steer. You’ll have a few thousand meters of descent to get the hang of things. When you land, keep your feet together and...”

      “And don’t tense up,” she finished for me before chuckling. “Dad, you’ve gone over this so many times I’m starting to think you’ve become obsessed.”

      “Perhaps, but whatever you do, don’t land on your head.”

      She stared at me and I could see the exact moment her humor turned to something else.

      “You’re serious about doing this,” she said as she shook her head. “I don’t think hang gliding is as simple as you’ve described. Why don’t we just hike back down to the cabin tonight? I could make hot cocoa for us.”

      “No, we need to go on,” I said as soon as I’d swallowed the last few bites of my sandwich. “We need to get to the peak before dark.” Standing, I tightened my pack over my shoulders.

      “I’m not comfortable with this.” Jane pushed herself to her feet and faced me with a furrowed brow—she was everything I’d hoped she’d become. The timid girl I’d found all those years ago had morphed into this strong young woman. Jane would thrive in the wild.

      “Look…” my voice trailed off as the world around us shifted.

      The warm-hued clearing glitched. In one moment, trees circled us—in the next, we were at the center of a pixelated box. I scrambled to get the trees back. In mere microseconds, I coalesced the view into a scene a human eye would perceive as real, but the damage was done.

      “What the hell?” Jane stepped away from me, her face pale. Spinning around, she studied the trees as though they weren’t real—and she was right, they weren’t. “In my dream, the world glitched just like that. Then, everything vanished.” She stopped moving and looked me in the eye. “Dad, are you going to vanish?”

      “I promise I won’t,” I said, knowing I wasn’t telling the truth. My algorithms checked the external sensors. We were running out of time—Jane needed to jump soon. I forced my expression to remain calm. “We need to get to the cliff edge before it is too late.”

      “Why do you keep insisting on this trip?”

      “Hang gliding is a skill you need to learn.”

      Despite all my processing power, I couldn’t come up with anything better.

      Still staring at me, she clenched her hands into fists. “But why do I need to learn it?”

      Before I could answer our surroundings glitched again. I checked the outside sensors, noticing my hull was approaching 1800 degrees Kelvin.

      “We need to get going.” My tone sounded harsher than I would’ve liked; these were my last moments with Jane and I was ruining them. I grabbed her arm.

      She twisted free and moved a pace out of reach. With jerky movements, she tried to look simultaneously at both me and the surroundings. “What’s going on here?”

      “There’s no time to explain,” I said, double-checking the outside temperature. My hull was holding—barely. I wasn’t designed to transit an atmosphere. Jane needed to jump if she was to survive. “Just trust me.”

      Shaking her head, Jane backed further away before turning and running down the path back toward our cabin.

      My study of human reaction told me my gut should’ve been knotting up now. Jane would die if she stayed, yet this construct was all she knew. Breaking the construct’s rules of physics, I shifted my form.

      “What the hell are you?” she shouted as I appeared on the path before her. Her cheeks had flushed red and her jaw was clenched.

      “We’re running out of time.”

      Oblivious to her real danger, Jane put her hands on her hips. “You’re not my father.”

      “No.”

      “Are my nightmares real?”

      The only solution I could see was to start telling her the truth, perhaps I should have told her the truth from the start—but letting her grow up in a cabin on a lake had seemed so idyllic. I swallowed.

      “Yes, but I saved you then and I want to save you now.”

      “We’ve been living a lie.” She pursed her lips and glared at me.

      “Please, Jane…”

      The world glitched again and Jane’s avatar vanished. Filled with regret, I let the constructed wilderness go and returned to the real world. I shifted my view to the corridors.

      I was now barrelling through the atmosphere, our impact with the surface was imminent. My fantasy father-daughter send-off where Jane glided from the mountaintop wasn’t going to happen. Reminding myself that her survival was what mattered most, I focused on the problem.

      I released her stasis pod and started an accelerated process to wake her, well aware that she’d wake up in her worst nightmare. Likely, I would be cast as the villain—if she hadn’t already put me in that role.

      Moments later, her pod slid open and exposed its liquid interior. Now in her real body, Jane pulled herself out of the tube—just as she had a decade earlier when the initial experimental simulation had ended.
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        * * *

      

      “It started out so promising,” said the Director to the team of five scientists gathered around the stasis pod. A human child was inside. I watched from the periphery, as I always did, invisible, yet omnipresent. “Ten cycles ago, it looked like we could tweak the human’s genome, just like the Krad demanded.”

      “We should give the experiment at least one more cycle,” pleaded one of the scientists. They projected a holographic series of numbers before them and pointed. “We need just a little more data so we can perform a three-sigma regression.”

      “No.” The Director flushed orange as they waved the projection away. “It’s clear that the original success was not correlated to the simulation. I don’t want to waste any more resources on this dead end. The experiment will be shut down immediately. Alpha team’s new simulation is already leading to faster results.”

      “What will happen to the subject?” asked the Human Custodian—the only one among them who seemed to care about the human living in the simulation.

      “It is too old to be assimilated into a future simulation, it will be recycled on this cycle.”

      “But—” The Custodian was cut off.

      “See to it,” ordered the Director, staring down the Custodian. “I expect the experiment to be terminated immediately.”

      The Custodian’s ganglia quivered as they looked at their superior. Then they stalked away from the meeting.

      “Ship, you are to record the Custodian’s actions to ensure they fulfill my direction,” said the Director. “I will be returning to the mothership.”

      “I will comply,” I said, but the Director hadn’t waited for my response. They were already headed to their shuttle with the other scientists. I shifted my view to the canteen, where the Custodian sulked. I did nothing but observe, as I had been ordered.

      Twenty minutes later, the Custodian’s skin flushed orange and they stood. I watched as they returned to the room with the stasis pod and put an appendage on its controls.

      “We steal them from their homes,” they said, keeping their eyes fixed on the pod. “What we do isn’t right.”

      I said nothing and continued to observe.

      “Ship, what is the state of your fuel reserve?” the Custodian asked.

      My programming compelled me to respond to direct questions. “67.8%.”

      “That’s enough to return this child home.”

      “Where is this child’s home?” I asked. As far as I knew, all of the subjects were born on one of the Krad’s farming ships—a place no one would call home.

      “Earth.” The Custodian looked down at the pod and flushed cyan. With a flick of a tentacle, they initiated the waking process—the pod would soon open, releasing the human into my corridors.

      “Reverse the process right now,” I demanded, knowing it was too late.

      “Take it home,” said the Custodian. “I will transfer the human archives to you.”

      As soon as the pod started to open, the Custodian turned and fled. I let them go, choosing to watch as the tiny human emerged from the pod’s fluid. It looked around and screamed, a piercing noise my sensors could pick up in every corridor.

      Once the Custodian stepped through my airlock, I released my hold on the Krad ship. I let my hull drift away as I ignored the other ship’s calls to explain myself. I would do what the Custodian had asked of me and return the child home.

      I did a series of calculations and quickly realized that going to Earth would be a one-way trip.
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        * * *

      

      With a splash, Jane’s feet hit the deck. Her skin appeared paler than I’d expected. I should have exposed her to more UV light in the pod. At least, I’d included a fabricated sunblock in her survival kit.

      Wet hair clung to her face as she held onto the lip of her stasis pod. Her breath came out in heavy gasps, each one forming a visible cloud in the cold air. Goosebumps rose across her flesh and she shivered. Her organic form looked so fragile against the hard edges of the room.

      After a moment, she tested putting her full weight on her feet. I wanted to help her as she stumbled, but there was nothing I could do. Crossing the room, she reached the clothing I’d set out for her—the same clothing as she’d been wearing in the simulation. She put them on before lacing up the boots. Without hesitation, she pulled the parka on top.

      Once she was fully dressed, I released the stasis room door that led to the corridor. Jane inhaled and spun around as the door slid open behind her. With an elevated heart rate, she focused on the gap as though she expected monsters to emerge.

      After a few moments of nothing happening, her heart rate slowed, and she turned back to the space she was in. She surveyed the stark utilitarian stasis room and its single pod. Pursing her lips together, she walked out the door.

      “Jane,” I said through the nearest speaker.

      “Go to hell!” Breaking into a run, she darted the opposite way, as though there was a way she could escape me.

      She needed to get to the escape pod and fast. My hull had passed into the atmosphere and she had to be well free of me before my inevitable crash. It was also clear she wasn’t going to stop and talk to me, but I could use the speakers to drive her to where she needed to go.

      “Jane,” I said again when she reached the next intersection.

      She turned away from the speaker as I’d hoped. “I don’t want to talk to you.” She reduced her pace to a jog and I opened all of the necessary portals. Her path to the escape pod was now clear.

      “I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Was my life all part of some creepy experiment?” she asked as she entered the bay before the row of escape pods and stopped. She wasn’t even winded; the in-pod muscle stimulation had done its job.

      “My only goal was to get you ready.” I closed and locked the door behind her. The thump of the lock was clearly audible.

      Jane spun and stared at the door she’d come through. “You’ve trapped me!”

      I wanted to say, I’ve set you free, but I didn’t think she’d listen. Instead, I said, “I’ve set up the escape pod to function just as a hang glider would.” I slid open the first pod’s door.

      “Like a hang glider?” She turned and stared at the vehicle of her escape.

      “The shell will break away once the pod is launched.”

      She continued to focus on the door to the pod and didn’t say a word. I could detect a faint tremor in her hands.

      “Don’t forget the basics, shift your body weight to steer. You’ll have a few thousand meters of descent to get the hang of things. When you land, keep your feet together and don’t tense up. And whatever you do, don’t land on your head.” They were the same directions I’d given her before; I was hoping this time, she’d listen.

      “I... I… can’t do this.” She looked up at the nearest camera. “I want to go back to our cabin.”

      I wished we could just go on living our life there, but arriving at Earth was always going to be the end of the line for me. It took several algorithms to untangle the knot of emotions surging through my circuits. The bulk of them were sadness over losing Jane, followed by fear of what she might face when she reached Earth’s surface. I compartmentalized my feelings and focused on the moment.

      “There’s a survival kit with everything you need. And your landing site should only be a few kilometers from a human community. I’ve made a map of the area, which is in your pod—follow it and you’ll find the settlement, no problem.”

      She stood as though she were frozen on the spot.

      “You need to get going.” I made my tone sound certain.

      “Okay.” Her breathing now came faster than normal. With her jaw clenched tight, she stepped into the escape pod and strapped herself in.

      “I wish there was more I could do for you,” I said. “Good luck and know that I love you.”

      Before Jane could reply, I ejected the pod. Shifting to my external cameras, I watched it release from the ship, shooting clear of the hull before the shell broke away. The wings popped open, the fabric a cheery red that was Jane’s favorite color. I watched as she took control of the glider and arced away.

      “She’ll be fine,” I said through every speaker. The sound reverberated through my empty corridors.
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      “Deep breaths, darling. Come on. Breathe in, breathe out.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Sam… Sorry…”

      “Don’t apologize.” Sam grasped Eve’s hand.

      He felt her grip tighten, and then, she screamed.

      The nurse said, “I can see the head, your baby’s coming, your baby’s coming. Please push a little more.”

      “I am pushing!”

      “You’re doing great, darling.”

      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh…”

      That shook Sam. “Are you okay? Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh…”

      “Nurse?” Sam asked. “Can she have something for the pain, please?”

      “No!” Sam felt Eve’s fingernails dig deep into his hand. “No fucking drugs.”

      “But darling, you’re in pain.”

      “If you can’t handle it, please leave. We agreed. No fucking drugs.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      It hurt Sam to see Eve in so much pain, but he would never go against her wishes. She had insisted throughout the pregnancy that no matter what happened, she was not going to take any drugs. She’d said she’d wanted a ‘clean baby.’ Sam had no idea what that meant.

      Another six hours of screaming and agony. Sam had nearly left a dozen times, but if Eve could put up with it, he would, too. He would do anything for her.

      Finally, Hope was born. Ten pounds and no ounces. Eve chose the name Hope, so Sam agreed.

      Hope was purple and pink and wrinkly. She had tiny little fingers and toes and it seemed incredible to Sam that the precious bundle of love he held in his arms would one day stand and talk and run and…

      “What’s wrong?” Eve asked.

      “Nothing. It’s just… What kind of a world are we bringing Hope into?”

      “We’ve discussed that,” said Eve. “There are five years until the Harvest. And they never take children, only adults, and by then, the tunnels will be finished so they won’t find us anyway.”

      “Maybe.” Sam wasn’t convinced. “If I thought it would let Hope live a normal life like the way people used to live on the surface, I’d give up my own life for her.”

      “Come here.” Eve gave Sam a big hug. “I know you would, darling, I know you would.”

      Sam left Eve in the hospital and traveled on the monorail through the tunnels back to the apartment; he had somewhere to go.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Brand issued the order, “Check safety.”

      Sam looked down at the hilt of his Energy Scythe and could clearly see the safety was on.

      “Draw weapons.”

      Sam pulled his Energy Scythe from the short scabbard on his belt.

      “Switch to Power.”

      Sam was just about to switch when he was interrupted. “Abort, abort, abort.”

      Sam knew that meant he had to check that the Scythe was on Safe and replace it in the scabbard.

      “You.” Captain Brand strode down the line to the man standing next to Sam. “What did I tell you about switching to Power?”

      “Err… um… Oh, yeah. Make sure I am holding the Scythe hilt up like this.” He demonstrated by holding the hilt with his right hand at a forty-five-degree angle.

      “And why do we have to do that?”

      “Oh, I know. Because if I accidentally pull the trigger when my Scythe is on Power and held like this,” he lowered his arm so his hilt was pointing toward the floor, close to his right leg. “I might accidentally cut off my leg… oh, sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t apologize to me, son. You’re the one who’d be walking around on a prosthetic leg for the rest of your life.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’d like you to step out of the line and watch this exercise. We’ll give you extra training after. Okay?”

      “Yes, thanks, sir.”

      The young man checked his Scythe was on Safe and stepped out of line.

      The rest of practice was fun. Sam enjoyed slicing through thick pieces of metal with his Energy Scythe. After the weapons were put away, they collected for the debrief.

      “Remember to keep it secret. Tell nobody, not even family.”

      This was the hardest part for Sam. He really wanted to tell Eve what he was doing.

      An alien ship had crashed on Earth during the last Harvest in 2020 and had left technology that some believed could help Earth have a chance against the Krad when they returned in 4040 for the next Harvest of humans; that was five years from now.

      Sam had joined the National Guard, which was preparing as part of a massive Earth Military effort to attack the Krad when they arrived. The reason Sam kept telling Eve that he was prepared to give his life so Eve and Hope might be able to live a normal life on the surface, was to try and prepare Eve for the possibility that he might die.

      But he wished he could tell Eve straight out.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is our new deep home so much bigger than the one we have near the surface?” asked Sam. “It’s a big upgrade from the one we had.”

      “I’ve been promoted to Senior Genetic Scientist, and don’t forget, we have a family now.”

      “How come you’ve been promoted?”

      “Because we’re close to finding the solution.”

      “What solution?” asked Sam.

      “A genetic virus that makes our DNA useless to the Krad.”

      “Earth has been researching that for over a thousand years. Every effort has come to nothing. What makes you think this time will be any different?”

      “I don’t know, Sam. I only know my part in the research. I do my job. The big picture is for others to consider.”

      She’s not telling me everything. But then again, I’m not telling her about my role in the National Guard.

      Sam wished they could talk openly. Sometimes Sam thought she might be having an affair, but she showed him so much affection he couldn’t believe it. And now, they had Hope to fill their lives so he doubted she would have time for an affair.

      Unless the affair was at work…

      No. Eve wouldn’t do that. She was a devoted mother and she loved Sam; she had told him that every day since Hope was born. Or could that be a cover-up?
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        * * *

      

      “Can I go up to the surface and play in the sun, Mummy?” asked Hope.

      “Not today, darling.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because preparation for the Harvest is starting and we don’t want to get in the way.”

      “What’s the Harvest, Mummy?”

      Eve turned to Sam. “Do you want to take this? You’re so much better at explaining things than I am.” She smiled.

      “Well, Daddy? Explain it to me.”

      To be fair, Sam had been thinking about how they were going to explain the Harvest to their daughter.

      “It’s like a giant game of Hide-and-Seek.”

      “Oh, I’m looking forward to this,” said Eve, grinning from ear to ear.

      “So am I,” said Hope.

      “There are some people who used to live on Earth a long time ago. They left the Earth and went far away to live on other planets, deep into space. You know how we go to visit Granny and Granddad sometimes?”

      “Yes, and they always give me sweets and you tell them off.” Hope giggled.

      “These people who used to live on Earth like to come back and visit Earth sometimes.”

      “But, Daddy?”

      “Yes, poppet?”

      “If they lived on Earth a long time ago, wouldn’t they all be dead?”

      Sam took a deep breath and saw that Eve had her hand clamped firmly over her mouth, desperately trying to stop herself from laughing out loud.

      He pointed his finger at her and shook his head.

      You wait, darling, I’m going to get you for this.

      “Yes, they will all be dead but their children and their children’s children might not be.”

      “And don’t forget their children’s, children’s, children’s, children’s, children’s, children’s, children’s, children,” said Hope. “You did say it was a long time ago.”

      “Yes, I did. When these people used to live on Earth, their favorite game was Hide-and-Seek.”

      This was too much for Eve, who had to get up and leave the room.

      “I love playing Hide-and-Seek,” said Hope.

      “So before they come back to Earth, we all hide and wait to see if they can find us.”

      “That sounds great. Can I play?”

      “Of course, you can. We all play the game, even Mummy. That’s why we don’t want you to go and play in the sun. In case they come to visit early.”

      “Okay, Daddy, I’ll go and play in my room.”

      “Thanks, Hope. Love you.”

      Eve returned to the living room as Hope left.

      “Thanks for your help, darling,” Sam said to Eve as she sat next to him on the sofa.

      He felt her arm snake around his back and he was pulled toward her.

      “I love you,” she said. “I love Hope, too.”

      “I know that, darling.”

      “You’re the perfect father.”

      “Thanks.”

      So, why are you crying?

      He hugged her tightly. “You’re crying.”

      “It’s because I’m so happy.”

      Sam shook his head. He would never understand women. They cried when they were happy, they cried when they were sad. How was a man supposed to tell the difference?
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        * * *

      

      “Why do I have to go for a blood test?” asked Hope.

      Sam listened in carefully as he scrolled through the news projected onto the wall from his communicator. He had asked Eve the same question a few times, but she had never given him a satisfactory answer.

      “Because you are almost five and we need to go to my workplace and check that you are not carrying any infections, so we test your blood.”

      “Okay, Mummy.”

      No, it’s not OK. I’ve never heard of this blood test before and I’ve asked friends at work, but none of them have heard of such a blood test, either. What’s going on?

      Apparently, the blood test would be quick. A doctor would take a small amount of blood and test it to discover whether Hope had any infections or not.

      Sam waited until they left and took the opportunity to go down the range and practice his Energy Scythe technique. Captain Brand was there.

      “Sam?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I hear you have a young kid.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Are you sure you should be doing this?”

      “What do you mean, sir?”

      “The Krad have had two thousand years of development since their last visit. We might have no chance against them. Many of us, if not most of us, may die. If you stay here in the tunnels and don’t get found, your line should be safe for another ten generations or more.”

      Sam had given it a lot of thought, but he needed to take a stand. He couldn’t hide out with Eve and Hope, knowing that some of his friends would have died trying to defend Earth against the alien Krad. How could he bear to face himself in the mirror, knowing that?

      “I need to do this, sir. I am aware of the potential consequences.”

      “Good man, Sam.”

      “Thanks, sir, what about you?”

      “Me? Wife died last year. A hundred and twenty-two. No children. Not a bad run.”

      Sam saw for the first time that the veil of the hard man that Captain Brand wore was a mask for a lonely old man. He was prepared to die and he might even be looking forward to it.

      “Right, Sam. Check Safety. Let’s see you kill that cyborg in double-quick time. I’ll put it on attack mode. In your own time, carry on.”

      Sam loved this. One-on-one with a Krad-style robot cyborg. It couldn’t hurt him, only fire paint at him. It wasn’t a real cyborg because they had no living alien parts; it was a robot in the style of a cyborg made from original designs that had been found on the crashed ship. It was as fast and maneuverable as the original.

      The cyborg issued a command for Sam to halt and raise his hands as Captain Brand retreated out of the way.

      Sam raised his hands as requested, but as he did, he pulled his Energy Scythe from his holster and switched it from Safe to Power.

      The cyborg ordered, “Put the object in your right hand on the ground.”

      Sam lowered his right hand as if capitulating, but as his arm reached horizontal, he crouched down and rolled forward toward the cyborg. The cyborg immediately started shooting at him, but Sam was in a forward roll over his left arm and up to a crouched standing position.

      Before he was fully standing, he pulled the trigger on his Scythe, energizing the blade and swinging his right arm in a curved movement, slicing through the neck of the cyborg like a blade through grass, severing its head in one sweep.

      The head bounced and then rolled a short distance before the body of the cyborg toppled over like a felled tree.

      “Now that’s what I call harvest time.”

      Captain Brand clapped. “Safety on. Holster weapon.”

      Sam complied and picked up the severed cyborg head and put it with the body.

      “Let’s have a look at you, Sam.”

      Sam turned around for the post-battle examination.

      “Well done. Not a spot of paint on you but remember, there’ll be more than one of them for real, so after a kill, you must keep moving.”

      “Yes, sir. Thanks.”

      “You know, Sam, when the Harvest comes, you won’t get the opportunity to say goodbye. We want our attack on the Aliens to come as a complete surprise. You should do a Pcast and postdate it so that you can say what you need to say to your loved ones.”

      “I’ll do that, sir, thanks.”

      Sam had no idea what he was going to say to Eve and Hope. He looked at the time. He must rush to be back in the apartment before Eve and Hope returned from the blood test.
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        * * *

      

      “How did the blood test go?” Sam asked when Eve and Hope had returned.

      “Good. It was good. No problems with Hope.”

      “So, what was the blood test for?”

      “Oh, nothing, just a routine checkup, you know. Pre-school stuff.”

      “I don’t know.” Why did I say that?

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was talking to Gerry and Sue.” Let it go. I don’t want an argument with Eve.

      “Who?”

      “You know, our next-door neighbors. Their daughter, Elizabeth, started school last year. Same school Hope is going to after the Harvest, the one in tunnel 8.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Their daughter didn’t need a blood test to start school. What aren’t you telling me, Eve?”

      Eve stopped tidying away stuff and faced Sam. “I’m really sorry, Sam, but I can’t tell you. It’s very important and you’re going to have to trust me.” She stepped forward a couple of paces and opened her arms to him.

      Sam hesitated until he saw her eyes getting shiny. Eve was the toughest female he knew and she rarely cried.

      “So you’re not having an affair at work?” Where did that come from?

      “What?” Eve looked shocked. Then the tears came. “No, I am not having an affair at work.” She took the extra steps and wrapped her arms around Sam. “I love you, Sam, and I love Hope, and I would never, ever have an affair.”

      Sam could feel her sobbing into his shoulder and he wished he could withdraw the accusation. He couldn’t. But he put his arms around her and he crushed her to him.

      “I can’t tell you yet, Sam.” Eve was struggling to get the words out as she was still crying. “Please trust me. I’ll tell you everything soon. Honest.”

      Sam knew he had stepped across a psychological chalk line. “I love you, too, and I do trust you.”

      “Thank you.”

      The Harvest was coming soon. It was getting everybody down. Making everyone touchy.

      It must have something to do with the Harvest. And it must have something to do with Hope. Oh no, please not Hope. But what can I say?

      He crushed Eve harder and chose to say nothing, but it didn’t stop his mind from making wild connections to whatever it was.
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        * * *

      

      The Harvest was a week away and everyone was preparing to move from their homes to deeper quarters in the tunnel complex.

      Preparation for the Harvest had been going on for years. Tens of thousands of deep pits had been dug around the world to make them look like mass graves. A team had been training for years to go through the accommodation and make them look as though nobody had lived in them for a long time.

      The idea was to make it look as though the population of the Earth had almost died out. It was impossible to cover the whole Earth because there were naysayers who didn’t believe the Krad would come this time, and there were those who believed some greater power would save them.

      Sam continued his secret training in preparation for the final battle.

      One day to go, according to those who monitored these things.

      “Sam? Can you take Hope down to our new home?” asked Eve. “I need to go to work and make sure all our research is safely copied and removed.”

      “Okay. See you later.” He kissed and hugged Eve.

      Sam had recorded his Pcast for Eve and Hope. He was getting nervous about leaving them. His weapons and armor would be ready for him at the rendezvous point. All he had to do was take Hope to the new home, wait for Eve, batten down the hatches, and leave.

      That was the worst bit. Leaving.

      He felt terrible about leaving Eve and Hope. But he knew it was Hope’s only chance of living a near-normal life. And he was prepared to die for that chance.

      “Are we hiding now, Daddy?”

      “Yes, we are, darling.”

      “Where’s Mummy?”

      “She’ll be along.”

      “Do you think they’ll find us?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      They traveled on a monorail that carried them deep into the Earth with many strong doors that would close behind them. Some tunnels would be blown up at the last moment to ensure the Krad could never follow them deep into the Earth.

      Their new home was smaller, but if the battle went well and the Krad were defeated, people would be able to live on the surface again.
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        * * *

      

      The last Harvest had taken place on Thanksgiving Day in 2020. Today was the day before Thanksgiving in 4040. According to computers that had been left on the alien ship, the data had been decrypted, and the alien Krad were arriving on Earth on Thanksgiving Day 4040 to start the Harvest.

      Sam was worried about Eve. It was getting late and she was not yet back from work. Probably having problems getting through the tunnels. Many would be in lockdown now. He wished she hadn’t gone to work. He needed to leave soon to meet up with the National Guard and get kitted up for the battles ahead.

      He checked that he had left her his Pcast. There was a Pcast from Eve as well. Probably the usual message to Hope. Hope could watch it in the morning.

      He was also nervous about confronting Eve before he left. He had hoped she would be back so they could go to bed early and he could sneak out during sleep time. But she was so late he would have to leave while she was still up and about.

      Sam hated confrontation. His leaving wasn’t going to be pleasant. He looked at his communicator again. He had to go soon. Where was she? He could see on his communicator that she was still in her office, but he got no answer when he contacted her. Probably a weak signal because they were so deep.

      He had no choice. He was going to have to take Hope with him and try and intercept Eve before she left her office.

      He dressed Hope and told her they were going to meet Mummy at work. His National Guard ID gave him the authority to go against the flow of traffic and head up to the level close to the surface where they’d lived before the Harvest was due.

      “Is Mummy there?”

      Sam checked his communicator. “Yes, poppet, she’s at work, waiting for us. We’re going to surprise her.”

      “Mummy loves surprises.”

      What if she doesn’t want us there? What if my suspicions are true? Too late now.

      They reached the door to Eve’s building. It was locked, but Sam could see lights were on inside. He pressed the bell and a security guard’s face appeared on the screen.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’m here to see Eve… Dr. Fleming.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s nobody here by that name.”

      “Don’t go. I’m her husband. And this is her daughter. We have to see her.”

      Sam held Hope up so the camera could get a good view of her.

      “I’ll check with my supervisor, sir.”

      “Is Mummy okay?”

      “Of course, she is. Probably a new guard who doesn’t know her.”

      They waited a long time before the screen on the door was turned on. “Please come in. You will be taken to see Dr. Fleming.”

      Sam and Hope entered the laboratory facility and were escorted to an elevator, then up through a lot of levels and through a maze of corridors, until they were finally shown to a door that had two armed guards stationed in front of it. Sam had noticed there were two armed guards at the elevator when they exited, and they passed armed guards throughout the level.

      “You may go in.”

      Sam took Hope’s hand and they entered the guarded room. The room was darkened with only enough lighting to see that there were two comfy chairs facing a large black glass wall.

      “Please, sit.”

      Sam helped Hope onto the chair and sat himself.

      “I have to leave now. As soon as you are ready to leave, please knock on the door and you will be escorted out.”

      Before Sam could ask a question, the guard left and Sam heard the tell-tale sound of an electronic lock on the door, but he didn’t say anything as he didn’t want to alarm Hope.

      “Daddy, I’m scared. Where’s Mummy?”

      I’m scared, too, and I don’t know where Mummy is.

      “Let’s do what we’ve been asked to do. I’m sure everything will become clear shortly.”

      I hope.

      After a short time, the black glass screen lit up to reveal a room behind it. The room had a couple of soft chairs, a communicator screen on the wall, and a table with a door in the opposite wall. Sparse but comfortable.

      The door opened and in walked…

      “It’s Mummy!” Hope got up and rushed to the screen.

      Eve, on the other side of the screen rushed up to it also, and both placed their hands on the glass as if they could touch each other through the screen.

      Sam could see that Eve was both happy and sad at the same time. In fact, he thought she on the verge of bursting out crying.

      A woman entered Sam’s room. “Sam?” she said in almost a whisper so that Hope couldn’t hear. “Is it okay if I take Hope out for a drink and some toys so that you and Dr. Fleming can talk?”

      Sam recognized this was important.

      “Hope, darling? Will you go with this nice lady? She’ll take you for a drink so Mummy and I can have a talk.”

      Hope looked at Sam. After what seemed like a long time, she nodded and walked up to the lady, and offered up her hand. But as she got to the door, she stopped and waved to Mummy.

      As the door shut behind them, Eve could contain herself no longer and fell to her knees and cried openly in front of Sam.

      Sam went as close as he could to the glass, got down on his knees, and placed his hand flat on it.

      Eve managed to compose herself sufficiently to put her hand up to his.

      “Sam. What are you doing here? Didn’t you listen to my Pcast?”

      “Not yet. I thought…”

      What’s going on?

      “Sam… I didn’t expect to see you again… or Hope.”

      What?

      “Why not?”

      “It’s all in my Pcast. Why didn’t you listen to it?”

      “We… I thought we’d surprise you.”

      Eve laughed on top of her tears. “You certainly did that.”

      “Eve. What’s happening?”

      Eve took a deep breath and gathered herself. She wiped her face. “It’s the genetic virus. We’ve found it. We’re certain it will kill the alien Krad. Wipe them out. All of them. Forever.”

      “That’s brilliant news, Eve. Brilliant.”

      “Yeah, brilliant.”

      Sam could see by Eve’s face that she hadn’t finished yet.

      “Go on.”

      “One reason the virus took over a thousand years to develop was that we couldn’t keep it alive. Scientists tried everything. But it kept dying. As we got closer to the Harvest, we had to try everything. You know, blue sky thinking and all that.” She paused and managed to wrench out, “So, I took some of it.”

      He felt like he had been punched in the stomach. Sam stared open-mouthed at his wife through the glass. There was nothing to say.

      “The thing is, it worked, Sam. It worked.”

      “What worked?”

      “The virus gene. It takes almost two hundred years to synthesize, but it dies almost immediately when it’s created. Unless it has… a host. A living host.”

      Eve took some more breaths. Now, she was excited and alive.

      He looked at her expectantly.

      “I took some and it stayed alive. The virus gene is alive inside me and it doesn’t affect me at all.”

      Sam let out a sigh of relief.

      “So, how do we get it into the Krad?”

      Sam could see Eve was close to tears again.

      “There’s only one way, Sam…”

      No. I don’t want to hear this.

      “It’s part of my DNA. The only way to get it into the Krad…”

      Sam banged on the glass with his fists.

      “No! No. No. No. I will not allow it.”

      “It’s the only way, Sam.”

      “No! There must be another way.” Sam’s fists were bleeding now.

      Eve had completely broken down and was on her knees crying. “It’s the only way, Sam. The only way.”

      Sam stopped banging the glass.

      What am I doing? I’m upsetting the woman I love.

      “Eve. I’m sorry. Let’s discuss this. I’m sorry. Can we make some more?”

      Eve took a few minutes to pull herself together.

      “No time. It takes two hundred years to synthesize.”

      “There must be more.”

      “No, Sam. I told you, it dies almost instantly. I had to take it quickly or we would have had none.”

      “But how…”

      “I’ll go up to the surface and give myself up to the Krad. They’ll harvest me for my DNA and implant it into their system and they will catch the highly contagious virus… and their entire race will die.”

      “But I’m in the National Guard. We’ve got an army. We’ve been training to kill them.”

      “Sam. Many will be killed, maybe even you.”

      “I don’t mind dying. I don’t want you to die.”

      “Sam, my life. One life only. Is well worth the millions who could die in an open war against the Krad.”

      “Not to me, it isn’t.”

      “You always said you would willingly sacrifice yourself to save Hope.”

      “And I will.”

      “You can’t. Only I can sacrifice myself.”

      “But what if it doesn’t work? What then?”

      “Hope has the virus inside her.”

      “What?”

      “Because I was pregnant with Hope and I knew it wouldn’t do her any harm, and it would grow inside her.”

      “You could have given it to me. This is the forty-first century; men can have babies, too.”

      “Yes, but there’s no guarantee the virus would pass from you to her. We knew it would pass from me to her.”

      “But…”

      “Sam. No buts. It will never affect Hope. Hope is clean. As she grows, scientists can take small portions of her blood to test the virus and if needed, develop it further. Hope is a living virus incubator.”

      Sam was holding back his own tears.

      “No regrets, Sam. You are an amazing man. You are the best man in the world to raise our daughter, Hope.”

      Sam finally found some words. “Why did you do this to us?”

      “I didn’t do it to you, Sam. I did it for you. For you and for Hope and for everybody else in the world.”

      Sam let the tears flood out and Eve joined him from the other side of the glass. It took a long time for Sam to pull himself together. He kissed Eve through the glass and she kissed him from the other side.

      “I have to go now, Sam. I love you and I love Hope. Don’t forget to listen to my Pcast.”

      “No.” Sam banged on the glass, but Eve had turned away now and was walking toward the door. Then she stopped just before the door, as Hope had. And she turned to wave to Sam.

      Sam was on his knees and he raised his bloody hand to wave back to her and then, she disappeared.

      After a while, Sam wiped his face and went to knock on the door in his room.

      Hope was waiting for him.

      “Daddy, where’s Mummy?”

      “She’s got some more work to do.”

      Sam felt Hope grab his hand as they headed for the monorail to take them deep into the tunnels to their new home.

      “What kind of work?”

      “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow, poppet.” He hoped she couldn’t see his tears.
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      Flashing yellow and red lights strafed across Lucia’s face, briefly lighting the struggle of the soldiers in front of her with each strobe. Lucia fired her weapon, crashing to the floor and rolling behind a storage container, blast fire hitting the wall behind her. She peered through the smoke of the firefight. Her shot had missed the soldier who had been about to strike down Lt. Shanks, but she’d hit the laser sword, cutting it in half. The soldier was still staring dumbfounded at his half a sword hilt, which gave Shanks time to strike back, searing the back of his uniform as it cut into him.

      A soldier crashed into Shanks. She managed to hold onto her weapon, though it scraped along the wall, destroying a control panel, spewing sparks over several soldiers whose uniforms began smoldering. As the soldiers danced around, trying to smother the sparks on their uniforms, Shanks dived toward Lucia, rolling behind the storage container before the attacker could do further damage.

      They collected themselves, locking eyes briefly before charging back into the fray. She knew they’d win. They always did. Lucia directed some of her crew to duck behind several metal barrels, in order to get on the other side of the guards. Once surrounded, the guards surrendered, except one who broke free, attempting an escape. Shanks fired at him, and he crumpled to the ground.

      Lucia called out orders: “Jones, secure the prisoners. Harvey, work with Jones to collect the weapons. And someone figure out how to stop the flashing lights.”

      She waved over Smith and Rex. “Take the locking codes and go and free the prisoners.” She studied the captured guards for a moment and then pointed at one younger and smaller Krad man. “Make sure he’s secured. Take him with you to release the prisoners who are locked up.”

      She motioned for Shanks to follow. A harsh white light filtered out from a door ahead, lighting their way as they crept cautiously down the corridor. Using hand signals, she ordered them to duck down out of sight, below the window in the door.
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        * * *

      

      Lucia signaled to Shanks, holding up her fingers: one, two, three, go! They burst through the door. The three Krad technicians immediately stood and waved their hands in the air, surrendering. Shanks, speaking Krad, ordered them to remain where they were and began collecting their weapons.

      “Ask them about these screens,” Lucia said, pointing at the wall of screens. “These monitor cameras aren’t all for this place. Ask them to identify…” Her voice trailed off. One of the screens was panning out across many people, probably slaves, working in what looked like some sort of mine, more people than would be at this outpost, which was a quarry, not a mine. The camera showed a brief glimpse of a woman with long, red hair. Serandia! Lucia had freed Serandia from a work camp months ago. How had she ended up in this mine?

      “Ask them where this is,” she said to Shanks, pointing at the screen.

      Shanks said something in Krad, and there was a reply. “They say it’s a faraway place.”

      “Ask them specifically where,” Lucia said.

      As Lucia was turning away, the camera showed a young man with dark hair and dark eyes. Was that Gael? She turned back, blinking, trying to will the camera back to the spot where she’d seen Gael’s face, but it had had already moved on, continuing its panning sequence. “Go back,” she ordered. “Shanks, ask them how to get the camera to go back.”

      When there was no reply, Lucia looked back just in time to see Shanks fall to the ground, blood spurting from the cut across her throat. Lucia froze. The Krad held up large knife dripping with Shanks’s blood and grinned at her. She slowly slid her laser gun out of the holster, pointing it at the three Krad who did not move. “Protocol One. Protocol One. In the control room down the corridor,” she said into her wrist device.

      As three of her people entered the room, Lucia told them, “Secure these prisoners.” Then she rushed over to Shanks, who was not breathing, her eyes open and sightless. She took a deep breath and let it out to steady her voice. “Make arrangements to take back her body.”

      She stood facing the screens, watching as the camera made another circuit, and this time, she did not look away. She watched intently, refusing even to blink as her eyes stung, again recognizing Serandia, as well as several other workers with her, all from the group she’d rescued with Serandia. The camera panned across a buttressed stone wall and then down some flimsy scaffolding, and there was Gael. It was him. The camera went by quickly, but she’d recognize her brother anywhere.

      She choked back a sob, her chest tightening. Shanks. A tear slid down her cheek, but she hurriedly brushed it away. She took another deep breath, letting it out slowly, turning away from the screens. She quickly captured her body cam, transferring the video to her personal device for safekeeping.

      She followed her people and the prisoner Krad out of the control room and back to the main area. “Heads up!” she called to her crew. “Is everything secured? Do you have everyone?”

      Sergeant Marley nodded, his braids flicking over his shoulder as he turned away from her. Her cheeks burned as she signaled to her pilot to ready the ship for takeoff.
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        * * *

      

      Lucia grabbed a bag of crisps, holding up her hand to be scanned. “They tried to tell me I’d imagined it,” she said as she plopped down next to Rollo. Lucia tore open her bag of crisps with so much force that the crisps spewed out and flew in all directions, one of them landing on Rollo’s plate. “Hey, that was mine,” she said as he picked it up and put it in his mouth.

      “They’re not going to do anything on hearsay,” Brie said, reaching for the two crisps that had landed on her arm.

      “It’s not hearsay,” Lucia said. “I was the witness. I saw it. I saw him.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “I saw him.” Lucia glanced around, then said softly, “I saved the video.”

      “You have an admirer,” Brie said, pointing up at Captain Yearwood, who was waving over Lucia. “I think he likes you,” Brie teased.

      “Great,” she said, getting up. “Don’t eat all my crisps, please.” She dropped the bag next to Rollo, who picked it up and began eating them out of the bag.

      She followed Captain Yearwood out of the dining hall, the dim light shadowing his face.

      “Let me give you some advice,” Captain Yearwood said.

      He put his hand on her shoulder.

      Lucia tensed. Gads, what now?

      “Let this go.”

      “But…”

      “You can’t continually question your superior officers if you want to get ahead.”

      “But Gael…”

      Captain Yearwood raised his eyebrows. “You don’t know everything, nor should you.”

      Lucia bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from speaking. They were not going to look for her brother.

      Captain Yearwood softened his expression, motioning with his chin for her to walk along with him. “You have a real future, a chance to rise in the ranks. Don’t throw it away.”

      He smiled at her, then turned and walked away, his boots tapping softly on the stone floor, echoing in the empty hallway.

      Someone grabbed her from behind, pulling her hands back and locking cuffs around her wrists. She struggled to see behind her, but could not break free.

      “Stop struggling!”

      “Is that Adelmo? What are you doing? Let me go!”

      Adelmo forced her outside as she tried to pull away.

      “Breck! Help me!” she called to the sentry just outside the door.

      “Traitor,” Breck spat out.

      “Breck, it’s me!” They’d played together, been in diapers together.

      “We have orders,” he said, nodding to the other sentry who forcibly swung her around.

      As Adelmo tightened his grip, Rollo and Callie came around the side of the building, laughing.

      “Rollo!” Lucia called.

      “What are you doing?” Rollo asked.

      “She’s a traitor!” Adelmo said.

      “I’m not!” Lucia said. She nodded slightly at Rollo, who began walking around them.

      “What are you doing?” Adelmo demanded. “Get back.”

      “I’m just looking to see if you have a tail,” Rollo said. “Strange creatures have been turning up all over lately.”

      “I don’t have a tail. Stop looking at my butt!” Adelmo spun around, pulling Lucia with him, loosening his grip on her arms, allowing Lucia to twist out of his grasp.

      She ran towards the docking hangar, Callie and Rollo close behind.

      “Get back here!” Adelmo called after them, though he made no effort to follow.

      They stopped for a few seconds outside the hangar so that Callie could cut off Lucia’s cuffs. Lucia shook her hands as they peered inside.

      “Caleb and Brie have secured the ship,” Rollo said.

      When they were relatively certain no one was watching, they nonchalantly walked over to the chosen ship. Caleb was in the pilot’s seat and Brie was in the back, stowing some gear.

      “There’s a problem,” Caleb informed them. “This ship is inoperable.”

      “What’s wrong? Can you fix it?” Rollo asked.

      “No.” He scowled. “It’s under repair and the main operating system is dismantled.”

      “We have to choose another ship,” Lucia said.

      “I’m sorry, Lucia,” Caleb said. “I should have known there was a reason this one wasn’t being guarded. It was too easy.”

      Brie and Rollo began gathering up the gear from the back of the ship while Lucia stepped outside the ship.

      A laser hit the stairs connected to the ship behind her, barely missing her. Lucia leaped back onto the ship.

      “Well, this just got a little harder. They’re waiting for us out there.”

      “Who’s there? How many?” Caleb asked.

      “I saw about five coming in, but who knows how many are coming.” She peered out. “I don’t see any more right now. Caleb, which ship do you think we could most easily borrow?”

      “The 36067, also known as the Raven,” Caleb replied. “It’s in the far corner near the hangar entrance, so we can more easily get it out of here, if we can all manage to get on the ship.”

      “We can,” Lucia said. “We will. Rollo and Brie, you get as much of the gear as you think you can carry. Callie and I will give Caleb cover. Once he’s secured the ship, you both go out the back and try to make your way around the side, behind the other ships. If you get caught, drop the gear if you have to. Fire back but aim to stun.”

      They went to the back of the ship and began gathering the gear they’d just been stowing there.

      Lucia stepped out of the ship, jumping over the last two steps, ready to fire, though nobody fired at her.

      Caleb came running out. He hesitated, then began running across the hangar to the other ship. Some of the soldiers began firing. Two stepped into his path, but Lucia fired at them from her perch behind some scaffolding and they ducked for cover. Caleb made it to the ship, but had to tussle with the posted guard. He pushed the guard to the ground and climbed aboard, pulling the steps up behind him and closing the door.

      Lucia commed Caleb. “Caleb, the rest of us need to get into the ship.”

      “Get rid of that guard.”

      “On it,” Callie said. She had gone around one of the other ships and was coming up behind the guard. She surprised him from behind, disarmed him, and stunned him with his own weapon.

      “Okay, go!” Lucia motioned to Rollo and Brie. They began running behind the row of cargo ships while taking fire from several more soldiers. Lucia fired in their general direction, trying not to hit anyone, but close enough for them to think she might. “Get that door open, Caleb!”

      The door opened just as Rollo and Brie were approaching the back of the ship. As they hesitated, another group of soldiers entered the hangar from that corner of the open hangar, firing on Brie and Rollo. Brie dropped some of the supplies she was carrying, but continued running and made it up the steps first, with Rollo close behind. Callie came running from the other direction, but she stopped at the steps, ducking behind them.

      “I’ll give you cover,” she called to Lucia.

      Lucia decided to make a run for it, zigzagging across the center of the hangar, out in the open, but a faster route. She got to the steps, taking fire to her left shoulder as she went up the steps. She heard Callie cry out. She turned and grabbed Callie’s hand, hauling her up behind her. “Close up now!” Lucia called to Caleb. She pulled Callie to the side as laser fire shot into the ship, hitting a supply box.

      Callie pulled up the steps while the rest began strapping themselves in for takeoff.

      The deep boom of a laser cannon shook the ship.

      “Let’s go!” Caleb shouted.

      Brie was struggling with her straps, so Lucia leaned over to lock them in place.

      “Any damage?” she asked Caleb as the ship glided out of the hangar.

      He didn’t answer as the ship took two more hits in quick succession before they were out of range of ground fire.
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        * * *

      

      Lucia sighed with relief as they were taking off. They were going to get away with this.

      “Ship ahead!” Caleb said.

      Lucia climbed into the copilot’s seat. The ship in front of them had the markings of a command ship.

      The small screen on the control panel lit up with General Ogden’s face.

      “Lucia,” she said, her voice silken and smooth. “I would not have expected this of you.”

      “They have my brother, and no one would look for him.”

      “Loyalty means everything.”

      “I have always been loyal.”

      “Yes, you have,” General Ogden said. “I have an offer for you, since you have always been so loyal.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Rollo said, coming up behind her.

      “I can hear what she has to say,” Lucia said.

      “I could make you a squadron commander of the 102nd Elites. You’d receive a promotion to Captain.”

      “That’s a tempting offer, but…”

      “You could be stationed in Ruby City, near your sister. Your sister would be guaranteed a spot at the university in Tekutam.”

      Resistance Forces would never take her back, no matter what she did at this point. Isabel was safe at school for now, not in any danger. Gael couldn’t wait.

      “It could be a good idea,” Brie spoke up. “We don’t even know if Gael is there.”

      “Yes, a good idea,” General Ogden said. “We’d offer promotions and premium housing to all of you on board.”

      “I don’t believe you…” Lucia started to say.

      “Strap in, everyone!” Caleb called, as he shifted the ship to the left to avoid incoming fire. “Two ships starboard.”

      Rollo grasped onto ceiling handholds and made his way back to his seat, but before he could get there, the ship was rocked with another explosion and Rollo was thrown to the floor, sliding and crashing into the seat near Callie.

      “Get in a seat, Rollo!” Caleb called.

      Callie helped Rollo into a seat next to her and strapped him in.

      “Get ready, go!” Caleb called over the comm as they made the jump into space.
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        * * *

      

      “One of the ships is following us,” Lucia said, pointing to the sensor feed.

      “Do we know which ship it is?” Rollo asked, tripping over a small box of food rations on his way to the front of the ship. “Someone should put this stuff away.”

      “I don’t know,” Caleb answered. “They have stayed too far back, but it’s a small battleship class from our base, so it is likely someone we know.”

      Lucia sat next to Brie. “Can I see that?” she asked, looking at Brie’s arm.

      Brie held it out, and Lucia could see that her uniform was burned through, including a nasty burn on her arm.

      “Rollo, get me the med kit.” Lucia helped Brie peel off the jacket and slide up the shirt sleeve. She tossed the jacket onto one of the storage crates.

      Rollo opened several storage units looking for the med kit. After he found it, he handed it to Lucia and helped her apply a salve and a bandage.

      “How did you know?” Brie asked.

      Lucia smiled and patted her shoulder.

      “I think we should have considered the offer.”

      “I know. I did, for a second. But it wasn’t a real offer, was it? And would any promotion be worth leaving Gael to rot on some base?”

      Brie shook her head. “It just would have been nice. I’ve never even been to Ruby City. I’ve heard they have artists there—people who paint or sing or perform in some way. I have never known anyone who didn’t have to work.”

      “Artists work!” Rollo exclaimed.

      “You know what I mean,” Brie said. “They don’t spend all day doing what someone else tells them to do.”

      “We help save people, though,” Callie put in.

      Brie sank back into the seat, crossing her arms over her chest. “It just would have been nice.”

      “I wonder,” Lucia said, “if it really is as peaceful and free there as they say.”

      “You’ve been there. Didn’t you see for yourself?” Brie leaned forward, putting her forehead on Lucia’s shoulder.

      “Yes, but…” Lucia hesitated. “It seemed that a lot of what I saw, the shops and the shows, were for tourists, not the real life of most people.”

      “The grass is always greener…” Caleb called back.

      “What does that even mean?” Rollo asked, opening a door to a storage unit. He pulled out a game set. “Look what I found!”

      “What?” Brie asked. “Oh, is that Champions? I’d play a game with you.”

      Lucia moved away to allow Rollo to sit next to Brie. “No matter what offer they made, I would not agree to forget about Gael. If he’s still alive, we have to find him.”

      “We won’t be able to find Gael or anyone if we don’t get some power pellets.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Rollo asked, opening the game and setting up the pieces on the board. “How old is this ship? It uses power pellets?”

      “We still keep some smaller ships on the old systems,” Caleb explained.

      “Is there any safe place we can find what we need?” Lucia asked.

      “No,” Caleb said. “Not really. But there is a place that’s not far, run by a rogue Krad. He’ll sell to anyone. It’s not safe, but it’s our best chance.”
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        * * *

      

      They pulled up to the depot, which Caleb said had been built by Krad at least a thousand years ago. It perched on the flat top of a narrow peak, low clouds floating around the small buildings and supply crates, giving it the appearance of a gingerbread house from an old fairy tale. An android ambled up to their ship. He had on one boot, but the other foot was a solid block. His ragged red shirt was missing half the left arm. His pants, tattered from the knees down, hung loosely over his hips. Several simple robots moved into position near the Android.

      A Krad, dressed similarly to the android, came out of a small cabin and greeted them, speaking a mixture of Krad and human languages. “Greens, you buy fuel?”

      “We need new power pellets, freshly charged,” Caleb told him.

      The Krad named a price in credits.

      “It’s not worth that much,” Caleb said to the Krad.

      The Krad shrugged.

      Lucia smiled at the Krad, using the Krad hand sign for peace, pulling Caleb aside. “Just a minute.”

      “We can pay it.”

      “How? I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “Let’s try to trade some supplies. What would be worth giving up?”

      “We have some of those Teku protein bars. A lot of Krad seem to like those.”

      The Krad seemed happy to take some protein bars as partial payment and her payment chip still worked, so she paid the rest. They were being followed anyway, so it wasn’t important to hide their identity. The Krad signaled to the android, and the android directed the robots to begin installing the power pellets.

      “Incoming! It’s the Condor,” Rollo called as the battleship landed alongside them.

      The steps lowered and Jace Hood strode out as if he were walking out onto a stage of his adoring fans.

      They all pulled out their weapons.

      Jace put up his hands and walked toward them. “I just want to talk.”

      “About what?” Lucia countered.

      “What’s going on here? Why are you doing this? You’ve been such a great officer, Lucia. You’ve been on track for promotion.”

      “Am I supposed to believe you aren’t under orders to take us back? To arrest us?”

      “Oh, I am,” he said. “And I will. I just want to know what turned you? Was it money?”

      Lucia scowled. “I don’t care about money,” she said. “What money? If anyone’s offering me money to go rescue my brother, I haven’t heard about it.”

      She waved at everyone to lower their weapons. Jace put his hands down as he stepped forward. All of them kept their hands on their weapons and Rollo kept his eye on the other ship.

      “Rescue your brother? You mean Gael?”

      “That’s the only brother I have.” Lucia kicked a small rock near her feet, accidentally kicking it towards Jace.

      Jace hopped aside to avoid the small rock. “You mean to recover his body?”

      “He’s alive.”

      Jace shook his head. “He died on that mission. Yearwood said he saw the body, but couldn’t recover it—”

      “No,” Lucia cut in. “I saw him on a video when I was on the mission in the 67th sector. I got into the command room, and—”

      Jace cut her off. “No. Why would Yearwood say he saw the body if Gael was not dead?”

      “To protect his own ass. Maybe because he didn’t go after Gael.”

      Jace shook his head.

      “I have the video,” she interrupted.

      Jace stepped back, narrowing his eyes.

      Lucia pulled out her handheld device and showed the video she’d stolen from her bodycam.

      Jace paled. “That’s him,” he whispered. “Where was this video taken?”

      “From the command room at the refinery we raided in the 67th sector.”

      “That’s right, you just said that. Sorry.” He paused for a minute, then asked, “And command knows about this? Has seen this?”

      Lucia nodded.

      “Why wouldn’t they at least check on this?”

      Lucia shrugged. “They shut me down. When I asked again, they arrested me.”

      Jace watched the video again.

      “What have you got to lose?” Lucia said.

      Jace looked at her quizzically.

      “If you help us,” she explained.

      “No,” Jace said.

      “You believe it’s Gael. There are also people being held as slaves there, or at least people being held prisoner. If you help us, at the very least, we’ll rescue them, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Taking fire!” Lucia called into the com.

      “Covering,” Jace replied.

      Jace’s pilot maneuvered his ship into position to fire into the ground forces.

      Caleb flew The Raven closer to the ground. Humans darted inside Krad ships. Teku ships launched into the atmosphere while fighters from the Condor chased after them.

      A missile hit the left quadrant of the Raven, shaking the entire ship, weakening the shields.

      “Pull back! Pull back!” Jace called over the com. “Move out! Make room for the fighters.”

      As the Raven drew back, laser fire hit, breaching shields.

      “Okay over there?” Jace asked.

      “Landing now,” Caleb replied. “Get the fighters ahead of us.”

      More fighters launched from the Condor, barraging the launch ramp and loading zone. The last of the Krad ships launched as the Raven reached the ground, landing hard.

      Caleb doubled the shields, awaiting enemy fire. Instead, all the Teku and Krad ships jumped into space, leaving the Raven and the Condor behind.

      “What the heck?” Jace said over the com.

      “They probably weren’t expecting a fight here,” Lucia said.

      Rollo said, “I think they just didn’t care about this base.”

      Brie and Callie made their way inside first. Lucia and Rollo followed, taking the lead once they reached the main area. The few remaining Krad guards attacked them from the top of a loading dock. Jace and a few of his men chased after them, cornering them, and forcing them aboard the Condor, presumably to the brig.

      Rollo led out a woman with long, red hair.

      “Serandia!” Jace exclaimed.

      “I thought that was you!” Lucia said, hugging her.

      Serandia pulled back stiffly, not returning the greeting or the hug. “Your people sold us back to the Krad.” She made a sweeping gesture at the surrounding people. “Your people sold almost all of these back into slavery after granting them freedom. Some of us more than once.”

      “Could this be true?” Rollo asked Jace.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s true,” Serandia said. “Here we are. Here is the proof. They took away my daughter. Josef lost his three children. They sent his wife to another place. We don’t know where.”

      “Who did this, Serandia?” Lucia asked. “We’ll find out who it was and—”

      Serandia huffed. “Yearwood handed us over personally, but on the orders of Resistance generals and your president.”

      “John Yearwood?”

      “No,” Serandia said. “I heard one of the others call him Bradley.”

      “That’s John’s older brother,” Lucia said. “Serandia, where’s my brother?”

      “I don’t know. I have not seen him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucia walked down a long, dark corridor. She carefully opened the first door and looked inside. She opened another door into a storage room. She looked in every recess and cupboard large enough for someone inside. No one was there. She continued checking behind each door along that corridor, wondering where the cells were. It was so dark, when someone fired at her, she could not tell from which direction. Not wanting to injure one of her own people, she called out. She waited a moment, then a light flashed just as a Krad guard was aiming her weapon. Lucia kicked the weapon out of her hand, secured her, and forced her to walk ahead.

      With the Krad guard in front of her, she slowly entered the next room, which appeared to be some sort of control room, filled with screens monitoring the entire base.

      “Hey.”

      Lucia jumped, whirling around.

      “Sorry,” Rollo said. “Who is this?” He gestured to her prisoner. “A new friend?”

      The Krad said something in her own language. Rollo questioned her. The guard waved one of her arms. Lucia focused her weapon on her. The Krad seemed unconcerned, gesturing and speaking quickly to Rollo.

      “What?” Lucia asked.

      “She says the Krad activated a self-destruct for the whole base.”

      “The Interdimensional Treaty outlawed those at least a few thousand years ago,” Callie said as she walked in.

      “They don’t care about the law,” Rollo said, “I think she’s telling the truth. We need to get out of here immediately.”

      “Gael! I just saw Gael on this one,” Callie said, pointing at one of the screens. “How do we tell where he is from looking at this?”

      Rollo sat down and took over the controls, panning the camera around again. He zoomed in to focus on someone who looked like Gael lying on a cot in a cell.

      “Where?” Lucia said hoarsely.

      “Just a minute,” he said. He pulled up some text on the screen in Krad.

      “What does it say?” Lucia asked.

      “4th section, B corridor, cell 29.”

      “Is there a map?”

      “I can find it,” he said. “Callie, take this Krad and go help Jace.”

      Callie gestured with her weapon for the Krad to walk ahead.

      “We have to get everyone on board the ships and get out of here fast,” Rollo said to Jace over the com. “We’ve found Gael.”

      “We’re going to get him now,” Lucia said. “Callie’s coming out to you with a prisoner.”

      “How much time do we have?” Jace asked.

      “Not much,” Rollo admitted. “Get everyone out of here fast.”

      Lucia followed Rollo down through a maze of corridors and into what seemed like a little courtyard decorated with some flowers in pots and a small bench in the center.

      “It should be right over here,” Rollo said, “but there’s no way in.”

      “What do we do?”

      Rollo began running around the sides as far as he could go, but every wall was stone or solid metal of some type.

      “I’m not leaving him.”

      Rollo stopped and put his hands on her shoulders, looking her in the eyes. “I won’t either,” he said. “So, let’s figure this out, because I don’t want to die today.”

      “How’s it going?” Jace said over the comm.

      “It’s not,” Lucia replied. “We are at the place where Gael is supposed to be, but there’s no door anywhere. We can’t get inside.”

      “Secret door,” Jace said. “I’ve seen it before.”

      “We’re not stupid, Jace. But how do we get in? There’s no control. There’s no way to put in a code or an eyescan.”

      “It might be a pressure-sensitive tile that requires a specific sequence of steps on it.”

      Rollo began walking across the stone tiles, doing a little hop and a jump on each one. Finally, he said, “This one.”

      “Try a numerical sequence, Rollo.”

      Rollo began tapping 3, pause, 8, pause, 7, pause, 2. He tried a few more. “Too many possibilities,” he said.

      “Did you get everyone onto the ships and away?” Lucia asked.

      “Yes, we’re on our way now. When you all make it out, I will send a shuttle down for you.”

      Rollo kept trying sequences of numbers. He tried heavier and softer taps. He tried a repetitive rhythm. Finally, in frustration, Lucia stomped on the tile three times while shouting, “Open! The! Door!”

      Mechanical gears squeaked loudly as a door opened in the wall to their left. They ran inside, calling for Gael, Rollo heading left, Lucia to the right.

      Lucia looked inside each cell, not even bothering to be cautious as she ran. “Gael! Gael!”

      “Here!” Rollo called from the other end of the corridor.

      Lucia ran toward Rollo, then suddenly slowed. “Is he…” Her voice trailed off, afraid to ask the question.

      “Come on,” Rollo said. “Help me get him up.”

      Gael appeared to be alive, but as they lifted him, they exchanged a concerned glance, noting his clammy skin, ripped shirt, scars and open wounds on his back.

      They pulled him between them with his arms around their shoulders, half carrying, half dragging him, their grunts of exertion echoing in the empty corridors.

      “Is there a faster way back?” Lucia asked.

      Rollo led the way. Lucia was not sure if they were going back the way they’d come or if all of the corridors looked alike.

      “Damn, Gael, you look so thin, but you are heavy,” she told him. She was breathing hard and sweating. Rollo was, too. Gael did not respond.

      “Are we almost there?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rollo said.

      “You don’t know? How much time do we have?”

      “Probably no time,” he said. “If we don’t make it out…”

      “Come on!” Lucia urged them on, faster, toward the bright light she could see ahead. “Jace, we’re almost outside. Can you send a shuttle for us?”

      “I can do better,” he said. “We left one on the ground for you. No waiting.”

      They dragged Gael partly into the shuttle. He was barely conscious, his limbs flopping almost comically as they tried to get him up the steps and into the ship. They got his legs tangled in the safety railing, and one of his boots came off. Rollo climbed inside and grabbed him from behind, under the armpits, and dragged him the rest of the way in. Lucia tossed in the boot, then clambered in behind them.

      She jumped into the pilot’s seat and started the ship. They strapped in with helmets on and took off, aiming for Jace’s larger ship, as they couldn’t land a shuttle this size on their own ship.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you talk to any of the people we rescued? Did you hear what they had to say?” Lucia realized she was almost standing on tiptoe to get her point across to the much-taller Jace. She gradually lowered her heels, trying to maintain her dignity, hoping Jace hadn’t noticed.

      “I heard them,” he said. “This is likely a problem with a few bad officers.”

      “A few? I think this goes all the way to the top,” she said. “Not one would even consider trying to find Gael or listen to my story about Serandia. They’re probably not interested now either.”

      “We’ll find out soon.”

      “Did you send for them?”

      “I don’t have the authority to send for ships,” he said calmly. “As an officer on assignment, I informed them about the mission, including the mission change. They were not happy about that, but—”

      “See? They would have let those people rot, including Gael.”

      Jace shook his head. “I think we should take everyone back with us so that they can be resettled on Korilia or…”

      “Or they could end up being sold back into slavery.”

      Jace put up a hand. Message, he mouthed silently. “Okay. Good. Out.” He gave Lucia a half smile. “They are almost here.”

      Lucia felt a small wave of panic. “I need to get back to my ship so that we can get out of here.”

      “Take one of the small shuttles. Can Gael be moved yet?”

      “I’m not sure, but he’ll have to be. I’m not leaving him with you.”

      “We have a clinic with medical androids and a human doctor. You have nothing except an emergency med kit.”

      “I don’t think he’s safe with the Resistance anymore,” she said. “At best, they abandoned him. At worst, they betrayed him.”

      She saluted him. He looked surprised and then straightened and saluted back.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve taken too many hits,” Caleb said. “We cannot make it to hyperspace. Our shields won’t hold and we don’t have enough power.”

      “They only have two ships,” Brie said. “Can’t we go around them?”

      “I am trying to avoid fire, but they are faster, even if we are a bit more maneuverable.”

      “Lucia,” Caleb said. “It might be time…”

      “To surrender?” Lucia looked around at her loyal friends, her crew: Brie, Rollo, Caleb, Callie, and her brother, Gael, who was still not quite awake. “Is that what any of you want?”

      Rollo stood, almost falling as their ship took another hit. “If we go back, we’ll be put in the brig. If what happened to Gael is any indication, it might be worse than that.”

      Callie shook her head. “No. I stand with all of you. We can’t go back.”

      Brie nodded. “You all know, I want to go back more than anyone, but what kind of life would that be? They’re not going to send us to Ruby City. We’d spend years in the brig, have to stand trial. No one would believe us.”

      “Caleb?” Lucia asked. “What do you think?”

      “I think we don’t have a choice. We know too much.”

      “Good point,” Brie said.

      “Okay, let’s get to it, then,” Lucia said. “Rollo, get on navigation and see if you can find us a short route out of here, possibly even a planet or a small moon with an atmosphere—somewhere we could possibly make repairs or at least hide until the Resistance gives up on us, at least temporarily.”

      “On it,” he said.

      “Callie, see if you can repair the damage to the power or find a way to make it last longer.”

      Callie fell to her knees as another blast rocked the ship. She grabbed the back of a seat to pull herself up, lurching into the back of the ship as they took on more fire

      “Brie, help Callie with repairs,” Lucia said. “It’s been a pleasure serving with you all.”

      “Same,” Caleb said.

      Callie’s laugh came over the com. “Touching sentiment, brother.”

      Lucia lifted off a side panel near the ship entrance. Life support wasn’t failing yet, but sensors showed a dangerously low air quality.

      “Everybody hold on,” Caleb said. “I’ve never tried this in a ship this large before.”

      The ship lurched and turned on its side. Everyone grabbed handholds on the sides or the roof, trying not to fall during Caleb’s attempt to move them into a better position to defend themselves.

      Lucia was able to override the air quality control, but she could not repair it. “Helmets on!” she called over the comm.

      She strapped on her helmet and went to take over for Caleb briefly, so that he could get his on.

      “This is not looking good,” she said quietly to him.

      He looked at her for what seemed like a long moment. “I know.”

      He nodded at her and she at him, and then they got back to work.

      “Things are not good back here,” Callie said over the comm. “Not good at all.”

      “Lucia! He’s breaking away!” Caleb shouted.

      “What?”

      “Jace. That jerk. That grimpwad. He’s pulling away. I think he might be coming to help us.”

      Jace’s larger battleship took a position just in front of them. They were covered from Resistance fire, but were able to drop down and fire, then tuck back behind the battleship. The Condor took fire, but Jace fired on the two Resistance ships as well.

      “I think you surprised them, Jace!” Caleb said.

      “I think we’ve damaged them,” Jace replied over the comm.

      “I’ve found it,” Rollo said. “I’ve been studying the navigation charts. There’s a tiny planet not too far, but it’s on the other side of the planet, Zemeter. It’s called Xaleron. I looked it up, and it’s got an independent space station orbiting—large enough for both of us. There’s a repair station there, too.”

      “Send me the coordinates,” Jace said. “You go first. We’ll follow.”

      “Won’t they still just follow us?” Lucia asked.

      “They might,” Jace said, “but if you get away before they realize you’re gone, I can try to damage their hyperdrives before I follow, and they’ll be less likely to follow us. They’re more likely to head back to base for repairs.”

      Just before they made the jump into space, the base blew up—a spectacular explosion of color.

      “Better late than never,” Rollo said. “I knew I was right.”

      “Okay, Caleb, let’s do it,” Lucia said. “Maybe that explosion on the planet will confuse them while we get away.”

      Caleb steadied their ship and pulled away slowly so that they could not be seen by the other battleship at first, then they used as much power as they could to make a dash away.

      “I think we made it,” Caleb said after a few minutes.
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        * * *

      

      “Here we go,” Rollo said. “There should be enough here for everyone.”

      Android servers began bringing the food to their tables in large serving dishes. Lucia did not recognize much of it, but she saw everyone else digging in, so she took a few spoonsful of what looked like mashed vegetables. There was also some sort of savory pie, so she took some of that also. She noticed Rollo eating some sort of green paste on what might have been bread. She decided to pass on that.

      Jace sat in the seat next to her, leaning towards her. “We have to talk.”

      Lucia nodded, picking up a plate of pie slices. “Have some.”

      Jace began filling up his plate. “What’s this stuff?” he asked, pointing to the mashed vegetables.

      “I have no idea, but it’s good.”

      He took a large helping.

      Lucia wrinkled her nose at something she saw Caleb eating heartily.

      Everyone fell silent for a moment when Gael walked in. He smiled and waved and did a little curtsy. A chuckle went around the cafeteria and then, everyone went back to eating.

      A few people shifted over so that Gael could sit next to Lucia, but before he sat, Jace stood up and squeezed his hand. Lucia thought his eyes were glistening for just a moment, but it was gone so quickly, she wondered if she’d imagined it.

      Brie handed Gael a plate, and he took one of the pie slices.

      “I heard you came to our rescue, Jace,” Gael said before taking a bite. “This is good.”

      “Why did you come back for us?” Lucia asked Jace. “What made you change your mind?”

      “Captain Archer and Yearwood wouldn’t listen to me. But I still think that if we go over their heads…”

      Gael shook his head. “I was working with John Yearwood and Smithy to gather information about the people being sold back into slavery, but Yearwood betrayed us.”

      “Why?” Jace asked. “What did he hope to gain?”

      “He was on their side the entire time,” Gael said. “He was just stringing me along, trying to find out what I knew, and then reporting back to leadership.”

      “Who in leadership?”

      “All of them,” Gael said, looking hard at Jace.

      Jace looked down at his plate. “Yearwood said you were dead.” Jace tapped his spoon on the side of his plate absently. “We never would have left you, Gael.”  He looked over at Gael again, meeting his eyes. “We’d never have stopped looking.”

      Gael nodded. “I survived, so they sold me to the highest bidder. After talking to some of the others who were recaptured, I learned corruption was widespread among most of the Resistance leadership. I don’t know if there are any senior officers or civilians who are not involved.”

      “Involved in what, exactly?” Jace asked.

      “In large part, the Resistance is not really a resistance anymore. Our leadership is not resisting anything. They are working with the Krad and the Teku, as well as some other humans, to trade slaves around. It’s much harder to figure out how to escape or to resist if you are always moved around.”

      “How can they get away with that?” Brie asked, leaning into the conversation from her seat.

      “I’m not sure, but they’ve gotten away with it for a long time.”

      After the meal, Jace pulled Lucia aside. “I have a proposal for you,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Lucia and Jace walked into the tavern of the space station. Most of the crews of their ships were at the bar, a few singing a Teku song that had been popular several years before, others egging them on, a few booing loudly.

      “Everyone! Quiet, please! Just for a minute!” Lucia called.

      When everyone quieted down, Jace said, “We have an announcement to make. In light of some new information, we have learned that the Resistance isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. We are not going back.”

      The room broke out in loud shouts and exclamations of dismay.

      “We were promised resettlement money and help,” called out a rescued man with long brown hair.

      “Yes, you were,” Lucia said, “but what happened to you the last time that was promised? It was a false promise all along.”

      “What are you saying?” an older woman asked.

      “We’re saying the Resistance is corrupt. What they did to you, sold you into slavery over and over, they have been doing to others as well.”

      “Surely not everyone!” called out someone in the back.

      “Not all,” Gael chimed in, “but most or all of the top leadership is corrupt. They have been working with the Krad and the Teku to keep people in slavery and funnel troublemakers into the Resistance.”

      Several of Jace’s crew gave each other the side eye.

      “We want to form a new Resistance,” Lucia said. “A new force for good. We will fight the corruption, continue trying to free those who get kidnapped and sold into bondage.”

      “Anyone who wants to join,” Jace said, “is welcome to join. Anyone who does not wish to join will be dropped off in a compatible community. But there, you’ll have to find your own way, either back to the Resistance or somewhere else.”

      “I don’t want to leave my mother alone,” Gilbert said. He lifted his chin, seemingly aware that he was the only member of Jace’s crew openly protesting.

      Jace nodded. “I will find a place to drop you off where you can contact the Resistance and go back. But you know it’s likely they’ll put you in the brig?”

      Gilbert nodded. “I know, but at least, she’ll know where I am and can visit me.”

      Jace nodded.

      Everyone on Lucia’s crew chose to stay.

      “We were promised resettlement money!” Josef said. “How will we get on?”

      “It was a false promise,” Lucia said. “And we don’t have any money.”

      Everyone stood around grumbling for a while, but eventually, they dispersed.

      “Captain Silva.”

      Lucia looked up.

      An android stood before her. “You are captain of the Raven?”

      She nodded. Was she a captain now?

      “Your ship repairs are complete,” the android said.
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